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Foreword and Warning 

When I was about 15 years old I accidentally ran into some of the 
classic early meditation experiences described in tlie imcient texts and 
my reluctant spiritual quest began. I did not re^ilize what had happened, 
nor did I realize that I had crossed somediing like a point of no return, 
something I would later call the Arising and Passing Away. I knew that I 
had had a very strange dream with bright lights, that my entire body and 
world had seemed to explode like fireworks, and that afterwards I 
somehow had to find sometliing, but I had no idea what tiiat was. I 
philosophized frantically for years until I finally began to realize that no 
amount of thinking was going to solve my deeper spiritual issues and 
complete the cycle of practice that had already started. 

I had a very good friend that was in the band that employed me as a 
sound tech and roadie. He was in a similar place, caught like me in 
something we would later cjill tiie Dark Night and otiier names. He also 
realized that logic and cognitive restructuring were not going to help us 
in the end. We looked carefully at what other philosophers had done 
when they came to the same point, and noted that some of our favorites 
had turned to mystical practices. We reasoned that some sort of non- 
dual wisdom that came from direct experience was the only way to go, 
but acquiring that sort of wisdom seemed a daunting task if not 
impossible. 

He was a bit farther along than I was in his spiritual crisis, and finally 
he had no choice but to give it a try. He quit the music business, moved 
back to California, and lived in a run down old mobile home, driving 
pizza to save money so that he could go off on a spiritual quest. He 
fiuiilly did some intensive meditation retreats And then eventually took 
off to Asia for a year of intensive practice under tiie guidance of 
meditation masters in the Burmese Theravada Buddhist tradition. 
When he came back, the benefits of his practice were obvious, and a 
few years later I began to try to follow a similar path. 

In 1994, 1 began going on intensive meditation retreats and doing a 
lot of daily practice. I also ran into some very odd and interesting 
experiences, and began to look around for more guidance on how to 
proceed and keep things in perspective. Good teachers were few and far 
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Foreword and Warning 

away, tlieir time limited and often expensive to obtain, and tiieir answers 
to my questions were often guarded and cryptic. Even my old music 
friend was keeping most of what he knew to himself, and issues around 
disclosure of meditation theory and personal practice details nearly cost 
us our friendship. 

Frustiated, I turned to books, reading extensively, poring over texts 
botii modern and ancient looking for conceptual frameworks tiiat might 
help me navigate skiUfuUy in territory that was completely outside my 
previous experience. Despite having access to an astounding number of 
great and detailed dharma books, I found that they left out lots of details 
that turned out to be very important. I learned the hard way that using 
conceptual frameworks that were too ide^ilistic or tiiat were not fully 
explained could be as bad as using none at all. Further, I found that 
much of the theory about progress contained ideals and myths that 
simply did not hold up to reality testing, as much as I wanted them to. 

I also came to the profound realization that they have actually 
worked ;ill of this stuff out. Those dcu n Buddhists have come up witii 
veiy simple technicjues diat lead directiy to remarkable results if you 
follow instructions and get tire dose high enough. While some people 
don't Uke this sort of cookbook approach to meditation, I am so grateful 
for their recipes that words fail to express my profound gratitude for the 
successes they have afforded me. 

Their simple and ancient practices reve;iled more ;md more of what 
I sought. I found my experiences filling in tlie gaps in the texts and 
teachings, debunking the mytiis tiiat pervade tire standai d Buddhist 
dogma and revealing the secrets meditation teachers routinely keep to 
themselves. Finally, I came to a place where I felt comfortable writing 
the book that I had been looking for, the book you now hold in your 
hands. 

This book is for tliose who really want to master the core teachings 
of tire Buddha and who are willing to put in the time and effort 
required. It is also for those who are tired of having to decipher the 
code of modern and ancient dharma books, as it is designed to be 
honest, explicit, straighrfbnvard and rigorously technical. Like many of 
the commentaries on the Pali Canon, it is organized along the lines of 
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the tliree basic trainings tliat tlie Buddha taught: morality, concentration 
and wisdom. 

Throughout this book I have tried to be as utilitarian and pragmatic 
as possible, and the emphasis is Jilways on how to actually "get it" at the 
level diat makes some difference. All sections ;ilso assume to some 
degree diat you ha\'e a practice of some sort, hang out in some sort of 
spiritual scene, and know a bit of die standai d dharma lingo. All 
sections also assume that you are wUling to do the work. 

I have tried to include enough information to make this book 
capable of st;mding on its o\vn as a manual of meditation and for 
walldng the spiritual path. However, I have also tiied to focus on those 
ai eas diat I consider to be my core competencies and iilso tiiose fueas of 
the spiritual padi diat I do not feel have been adequately covered in die 
works that have come before this one. This book shines in areas of 
technique and the fine points of very high-level practice. However, the 
spiritu;il life is vast beyond measure and ciuinot possibly be adequately 
covered in a single book. Thus, I will often refer you to other excellent 
sources for more details on diose topics diat I feel have Jilready been 
covered quite well by other audiors. I strongly suggest checking out at 
least some if not aU of these other sources. 

like my own practice, this book is heavily influenced by the 
teachings of the late, great Maliasi Sayadaw, a Burmese meditation 
master and scholar in die Tlieravada Buddhist tradition, and by diose in 
his lineage and outside it. There ;u e numerous references to otiier 
excellent traditions as well, some Buddhist and some not. It is my 
sincere wish that all diligent students of meditation find something in 
this book that is of practical value to them. 

I have included a few of my own experiences and labeled tiiem as 
such. This is done to tr}? to add some sense of die re^dit}' of what is 
possible, bodi in terms of successes imd failures. They should add a 
human dimension to die tiieory. However, if you find diat diese stories 
get in the way, or if they seem to have too much of the quality of "let me 
tell you about my personal spiritual quest," please do us both a favor 
and skip over diem widiout a second thought. 

I have ;dso written this book in what is cle^uly my own voice. Those 
who have read this work who know me tell me that they can almost hear 



VI 



Foreword rind Warning 

me saying it. I have also left in a lot of my neurotic stuff and made it as 
obvious as I can. I wUl assert that anyone who writes puts their stuff in 
there even if they try to hide it, so at least you should be able to see it 
clearly rather than it being hidden ;md ccn ert. If you w;mt a book that is 
just die straight dogma and theoiy without this sort of voice, diere are 
lots to choose from and I will mention a number along the way. 

I have also included a modicum of social commentary, some of 
which has a definite bite to it. Some of you may not find it helpful, or 
even find it quite distasteful and offensive. Some of you wUl quickly 
dismiss it as harsh or wrong speech. I am torn between die feeHng that 
there really are some important points in diose sections jmd the 
understanding tiiat not eveiyoiie will be able to make good use of 
information and opinions presented in such strong terms. Thus, I ask 
you to please skip over those chapters and get to the friendlier or more 
technical sections beyond them if you don't find them helpful. To 
facilitate doing so, I have included a star (asterisk) in the titles of those 
chapters that contain potentially inflammatory material so that they may 
be treated appropriately. 

While I feel that the points made in those chapters are important 
and potentially quite valid and useful, they are not absolutely necessary 
for understanding the chapters that follow them. The world is brimming 
with \'ery nice ;md friendly dliarma books. There are hundreds av;iilable 
on die shelves of any mega-bookstore. However, I beliex e that there is 
room for a book that sometimes conveys its message in a \'ery different 
voice, diougli I respectfully give you tfie option to choose how much of 
that voice you want to hear. It is the unrestrained voice of one from a 
generation whose radicals wore spikes and combat boots rather than 
beads and sandals, listened to the Sex Pistols rather than the Moody 
Blues, wouldn't luiow a beat poet or early '6()s dliarma bum from a hole 
in the ground, ;md tfiouglit the hippies were prett}' friggin' n;iive, not 
that we don't owe them a lot. It is also die unrestrained voice of one 
whose practice has been dedicated to complete and unexcelled mastery 
of the traditional and hardcore stages of the path rather than some sort 
of vapid New Age fluff or pop psychological head-trip. If that ain't you, 
consider reading something else. 
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As a highly regarded senior meditation teacher and scholar (who will 
remain anonymous) said to me after skirnrning through an earlier draft 
of this book, "Most Buddhists are just aging Boomers who want to do 
something to feel better about themseh es as they get older and ;u e not 
rejilly interested in this sort of tiring." I wish them great success in getting 
tiiose vjilid needs met and so I must reluct;mtiy advise such individufils 
to avoid reading tiiis book or at least the chapters marked with a star. 
This is simultaneously an admission of the limitations of this work, an 
invitation to adopt a more empowering view of what is possible on the 
spiritual path, and a w;uning. 

I have had other motivations for writing this book. A number of 
people have attempted to have me be tiieir meditation teacher. I have 
done what I can to encourage tiiem to practice well, go on retreats and 
explore, but as soon as I get the sense that they are not into really doing 
the work or are trying to idolize me in even small ways, I go out of my 
way to alienate them completely. I greatly prefer the company of fellow 
adventurers who \vish to explore the mysteries of this life together th;m 
any otiier sort of relationship. Dh;u ina friends may be at different stages 
in the practice and one friend may teach anotiier sometiiing useful, but 
this has a very different feel from people who are formally teacher and 
student. Thus, writing this book allows me to hand them the better part 
of what I kn(«v and say, "Here, if you are really into it, there is more 
than enough here to allow you to plunge as deep as you care to. If not, I 
have wasted littie of my time imd can avoid being put on some strange 
pedestal or pillory, at least to my face." 

That said, I do have the explicit goal of facilitating others to become 
living masters of this material that they may go forth and help to 
encourage more people to do so. The more people ;u e able to teach 
from a place of deeply established person;il experience, tiie more 
people will be able to learn the dharma well, and the saner and happier 
the world will be. 

This brings me to the question of the issue of what some would caU 
hierarchy. The simple fact is that there are those that have attained to 
what is called awakening, enlightenment, realization, etc. and those that 
haven't. There ai e tliose with strong concentration abilities and those 
those without. There are those who have their morality trip together and 
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those tliat don't. There are tliose who are masters of some tilings and 
those that have more work to do. While there is a strangely pervasive 
movement in the West to try to imagine everyone is equal in the world 
of spirituality', it is obviously completely delusional and wrong-headed. 
When I went k)t)king for teachers and friends to practice with and help 
me along, radier th;m get mad diat some people chiimed to know more 
tlian I did, I was excited by the opportunity, however rare, to study witli 
people who knew what they were doing. This just makes sense. Read 
this as another warning: if you get good enough at these things, people 
will often ha\'e bad reactions to you if you go around talking about it, 
and tlie number who will instead find your achievements a source of 
inspiration and empowerment, as diey rightly should, will likely be few. 

On tliat same front, it is a veiy sti ange thing to have such a 
completely different language, set of experiences and perspectives from 
most of the people around me. I can often feel like an alien wearing a 
trench coat of normalcy, and I dream of a \vorld where conversations 
about tire sorts of e\'ents and insights that ha\'e come to dominate my 
ever^'day experience ;ue much more common ;md norm^il. Reading 
between tire lines, you should take tliis admission as yet another 
warning. If you get way into this stuff, you wrR discover this same 
loneliness. 

I should also mention diat I consider myself and many of those who 
hail from the lineages from which I primarily draw to be dharma 
cowboys, mavericks, rogues, ;md outsiders. Re^illy w^mting to get 
somewhere is a sure ticket to feeling diis way in most Western Buddhist 
circles. What is ironic is that I also see myself as an extreme 
traditionalist. The strange thing is that these days to be a Buddhist 
traditiouiilist, one ^vho really tries to plunge the depths of the heart, 
mind and body as die Buddha so clearly admonished his followers to 
do, is to fly in die face of much of miiinsti ejun meditation culture. 

In that same vein, I should furdier mention that the path I have 
followed has been dangerous, destabilizing more often than calm, 
excruciating more often than pleasant, harder to integrate than most 
other dharma padis I have heard of, and in general quite a rough ride. It 
has also been profound, amazing, imd more glorious dian most other 
paths I have heard teU of. Surfing the ragged edges of reality has been 
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easier for me tlian slowing tire tiring down. In my explorations, accidents 
and adventures, I have learned a lot about not only how to make very 
fast progress in meditation but also a lot about how to do so without 
completely wiping out. I hope that I can pass on some of the luiowledge 
of botii in tills book. This should be seen as ;motiier warning. This 
book and tiie patii presented in it lu e not for tiie djmiaged ;md unstable 
spiritual seeker. You have to have your psychological trip fairly together 
to be able to handle the intense techniques, side effects and results I am 
about to discuss. 

I would Hke to thank the very many people \vhose influence, 
friendship, support and kindness went into making this work what it is, 
tiiough tiiey ai e way too numerous to list here. This is ;m 
interdependent universe, and so to write tiiat tiiis work is simply by me 
is not in accord with reality. It would be absurd not to acknowledge the 
extensive support of Carol Ingram, Sonja Boorman, David Ingram, 
Christina Jones, Christopher Titmuss, Sharda Rogell, Bill Hamilton, 
Kennetii Folk and Robert Burns, all of who were very instrumental in 
mfiking wiiat is good in this book ;md my ovrn practice possible. I would 
also like to tiiankjohn Hawley, Roger Windsor, Daniel Rizzuto and 
Michael Wade for all their help with editing. However, the 
responsibility for any flaws this work may contain must fall squarely on 
me. I can't be sure tiiat ;ill of these fine people \vould even want their 
names associated witii this work, but I reserve the right to express my 
deep gratitude iioiietiieless. 

A brief note on style... The English language has no great way to use 
pronouns that refer to a single person without getting gender-specrtic. 
Various solutions exist, such as constantiy using "he/she" (which can be 
very distracting), alternating bet\veen "he" and "she", and recasting 
sentences in tiie plural, \\'liere tiie pronoun "tiiey" may be used. For 
better or for w'orse, I ;uii going to use tiie pronoun "tiiey" to mean 
"he/she," tiius using what is ordinarily a plural pronoun witii verbs in tiie 
singular. I am not particularly thrilled with this solution, but I don't 
think it is much worse than the others. Should a reader disagree, I hope 
that he/she will find a way to forgive me, or at least tiiat she will 
understand the problem, making room in his lie^ut for one more author 
struggling with this linguistic limitation. I must also admit that I am 
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somewhat erratic in my use of capital letters, and you may just have to 
live With It. 

May this work be for the benefit of aU beings. May you realize what 
you ivce truly looking for, pursue it relentlessly despite all obstacles, and 
find it. 
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1. Introduction to Part I 



If you didn't read die Foreword and Warning, do so now. 

The Buddhist path has often been called a "spiritual path," and this 
use of religious language can be very inspiring for some people. The 
Buddhist padi could also be diought in terms of a scientific experiment, 
a set of exercises diat die Buddha and diose who have followed him 
have chiimed lead to ver}' specific effects, effects diat diey deemed 
worthwhile. Using diis sort of practical language can also be very 
inspiring for some people. In an attempt to inspire a wide audience, I 
will use both spiritual and practical or technical language when 
discussing these issues. However, my preference is generally for the 
practical language. You could tiirow out all of the spiritu;il tr appings on 
die Buddhist padi and still have a set of basic practices that lead to the 
effects promised. You could also keep all of the spiritual trappings, do 
the basic practices, and produce the same results, assuming of course 
that you had the extra time and resources necessary to do both. 

Part I contains some tradition;il lists tiiat were taught by the Buddha 
and relate directiy to spiritual ti ^iining. They ni;ike important and 
practical points in veiy concise ways. These teachings were made 
compact and portable on purpose so that people could remember diem 
and use them. It is their very simplicity- diat makes them so practical and 
down to earth. 

I, however, am going to take tiiese very compact teachings and go on 
and on about tiieni. It turns out that the Buddha sometimes made 
tilings so simple diat we ;u e left wondering what die heck he was t;ilking 
about imd how to do sonietiiing useful widi his teachings. Basically he 
was saying, "Get to know your actual reality re;illy, really, really well, and 
try to do right by yourself and the world." As we aU know, this is not 
always as easy as it sounds, so that is why I include aU of the additional 
commentary. 

Thus, tiiese teachings are designed to help people get in touch with 
tiieir reality in some way tiiat makes a difference. They can also help 
people avoid some of the common pitfalls on the spiritual path and in 
life in general, some of which I will talk about later. 

To tiiat end, we will begin with an introduction to die Three 
Trainings, morality , conce ntrado n and wisdom . The Three 
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Trainings encompass tlie sum total of tlie Buddhist path. Thus, tliey will 
be used as the framework fr)r this book. The Three Trainings involve 
skills that we consciously and explicitly try to master. Each training has 
its own specific set of assumptions, agendas, practices, ^md st^mdards for 
success in those practices. These are actually fiirly different from each 
odier, ;md ;ill sorts of problems c;m ;mse if we mix diese up and use the 
assumptions of one training when pursuing the otliers. Each traimng 
also has its common pitfalls, limitations, and shadow sides. These are 
rarely made clear, and the failure to do so has caused much confusion. 
Thus, I will do my best to make them cle^u", p;uticularly in Part II (light 
and Shadow's). Each tiaining also has specific standards for success and 
masteiy. These can sometimes seem a bit technic;d, p;uticul;uly the 
maps of tire high concentration states and tire stages of insight, so I will 
wait until Part III (Mastery) to present these in order to keep Part I 
focused on the basic frameworks and practices that make the whole 
tiling possible in the first place. 

While I think tiiat each p^ut of tiiis book contiibutes to the \vhole, 
tiiere are reasons w'hy you might WAnt to skip to cerCun sections first ;md 
fill in tire rest later. Eor instance, if you are having powerful visions or 
Kundalini experiences, you might want to read the first few chapters of 
Part III and then go back and read the rest. If you are simply interested 
in the maps of the stages of insight, go straight to the chapter called The 
Progress of Insight. If you just w'ant to get right to some core insight 
practices, read the chapters on The Three Ch;uacteristics ;md The 
Seven Eactors of Enlightenment. Should 3'ou be in a mood for some 
scathing social commentary, the beginning of Part II is for you. If you 
just want to hear my take on enlightenment, then Models of the Stages 
of Enlightenment might be a good place to start. I struggled for a long 
time debating whether to present the maps that tell what these practices 
lead to at tiie beginning or at the end of tiie book. I have included tiiem 
last, but you might be tire sort who wants to see tiiem first, and if so you 
should read the chapter called The Three Characteristics and then skip 
straight to Part III. In my ideal world, everyone would read through this 
book two or three times cover-to-cover and then work on committing 
the more important sections to memory. 
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2.MoRALiTY, The First and Last Training 



The original Pali word for tliis training is sila, which I am translating 
as "morality." People translate it in various ways, with some other 
possibilities being "virtue" and "decency." Regardless of the word we 
choose, it is likely to have both positive and negative implications. If the 
word "morality?" botiiers you due to tiie associations that it brings to 
mind, take a look at tiie assumptions, agendas, and practices of this 
training and come up witii your own word for it. I don't tiiink tiiat it is 
so important what we call it. I do, however, think that we should give 
some attention to trying to Hve it. 

From my point of view, trjiining in morality? has as its domain aU of 
die ordinary? ways that we live in tiie world. When we are trying to live 
tire good life in a conventioujil sense, we are worldng on tiaining in 
morality. When we are trying to work on our emotional, psychological 
and physical health, we are working at the level of training in morality. 
When we philosophize, we are working on training in morality. When 
we exercise, we are working on training in morality. When we try to take 
care of ourselves or others, we are working on training in moralit}'. 
When we try to defend tiie environment, reform tiie government, or 
make tiiis world a better place, we ju e working on training in morality. 
When we try to find a good and helpful job, tiy to build a healthy 
marriage or raise healthy children, or shave our heads and move to a 
remote desert, we ;ue working on triiining in morality. Whatever we do 
in the ordinaiy world tiiat we think will be of some benefit to others or 
ourselves is ;m aspect of working on tiiis first ti iiining. 

The second two trainings, those having to do witii attaining unusual 
states of mind and those having to do with ultimate realizations, have 
limits, in that we can master them absolutely. However, this cannot be 
said of tiie first training. There is no limit to tiie degree of sldll that c;m 
be brought to how we live in the world. Thus, moriilit}' is iilso the last 
training, tiie training that we will have to work on for Jill of our life. We 
may be able to attain to astounding states of consciousness and 
understand the true nature of reality, but what people see and what is 
causal are the ways that these abilities and understandings translate into 
how we Hve in the world. 



Monilit}', The First nnd Last TrainingMonilit} ', The Fh st and Last Trammg 

There are basic assumptions tiiat are exti emely helpful when 
undertaking training in morality. It is very helpftil to assume that some 
sort of basic moral code is helpful for getting along in this world, and 
thus that there is some practical benefit to be derived from training in 
morality'. 

It is ;ilso helpful to assume in some loose ^md non-dogmatic way tiiat 
the more good we do in the world, the more good tiiere will be in that 
world, and thus the more good things will happen to us and all other 
beings. It is also worth assuming the corollary of this, that the more we 
do bad things in the world, the more bad things will be in tiiat world for 
us and for all beings. These assumptions are not unique to Buddhism 
nor ai e tiiey in any way exti aordinaiy. Societies ;md traditions 
throughout the ages have advocated tiiat we find a place in our life for 
these assumptions. Realize that defining bad and good is often very 
much a question of perspective, but don't faU into the paralyzing trap of 
imagining tiiat it is useless to try anyway. It is better to try to do your best 
and fail tiian not try at all. 

Thus, we fire assuming that what we tiiiiik, say And do have 
consequences. When undertaking training in morality, we are assuming 
that we can control what we think, say and do, thus creating 
consequences that are beneficial. Rather than accepting our current 
level of intellectual, emotional and psychological de\'elopment as being 
beyond our power to change, we consciously and explicitiy tiike tiie 
empowering view that we can work witii tiiese aspects of our lives iuid 
change tiieni for tiie better. We assume that we can change our world 
and our attitudes towards our world. We take responsibility for our 
actions and their consequences. 

Further, as a part of our empowerment, we assume that the more of 
our resources and abilities we bring to this training, die likelier \ve \\\\\ 
be to succeed. We have a body, we have reason, we have our intuition, 
we have our heart, and we have ability to learn and remember. We have 
a community of others with wisdom to share, we have books and other 
media that contain advice for living the good Ufe, and we have our 
friends and family. We can dra\v on all of this and more to ti y to li\'e a 
good life, a life where our tiioughts, \vords and deeds reflect as closely as 
possible the standards we have consciously adopted and defined for 
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ourselves. The more consciously engaged we are with our task, tire 
more we are likely to be successful. 

Crucial to the control of what happens in our lives is our intent. 
Thus, training in morality' places a lot of emphasis on intent, widi the 
basic assumption being that the more our intentions ;u e kind and 
compassionate, the more we ju e likely to be able to manifest kind and 
compassionate tlioughts, words and deeds. 

Further, it is helpful to assume that training in morality requires us 
to pay attention to what is happening in our lives. When we are not 
paying attention to what we ;ue thinldng, saying and doing, we will not 
easily be able to craft these in a way that fits witli the assumptions of diis 
ti aining. If we are not paying attention to what die conseciuences of our 
droughts, words and deeds are, bodi in die short term and die long 
term, we are unlikely to be able to gain enough experience to be able to 
guide our training in morality successfully. 

It is also helpful to assume that training in morality will help us when 
we get to formal meditation practices (die next two trainings in 
coiicenti ation and wisdom), providing a foundation of good nient^d And 
physical habits that can support tiiose practices. Thus, even if we have 
Httie interest in being moral because of the benefits it can bring, if we are 
interested in obtaining the results of the other two trainings, we should 
also engage in training in morality'. 

These assumptions naturally lead to the specific agendas we have for 
what happens when undertaldng training in nioriilit\'. We consciously 
aspire to have die actions of our body, speech and mind live in a way 
that fits with the assumptions of this training. In short, we have standards 
for our mental, emotional and physical lives and we try our best to live 
up to those standards. When we are worldiig on training in morality , we 
consciously cultivate actions, words and thoughts that we deem to be 
kind and compassionate. By "kind," I mean that we work to promote 
die happiness and welfare of ourselves and otiiers. By "compassionate," 
I mean that we work to relieve the suffering of ourselves and others. 
Thus, our agenda is for our intentions to be kind and compassionate, 
for our minds to be aware of what we ju e diinkiiig, saying, juid doing, 
and for our experience to tell us as best it can how to craft our life to 
reflect our intentions. 



6 



Morality, The First and Last TrainingMorality, Tlie First and Last Training 

Training in morality tends to be discussed in terms of what one 
shouldn't do and also what one should do. The standard Buddhist 
short-list of the five things that one should try to avoid, called "The Five 
Precepts" are: killing, ste;iling, lying, taking mind altering substances that 
lead to heedlessness, ;md using sexual energ\' in ways that are harmfiil. 
These lu e obviously not unicjue to Buddhism, ;md seem to be part of 
the basic set of standards for behavior tliat societies and cultures 
throughout the ages have found to be helpful and practical. The 
standard list of things that one should try to do includes being kind, 
compassionate and appreciative of die successes of odiers. 

Wresding widi the (juestion of how we can meet this fairly 
reasonable standard ;md yet honor where we iu e and what is going on 
around us is the practice of diis first training. We will make all kinds of 
mistakes that can be very educational when trying to work on this first 
training; if you mess up, remember to be kind to yourself! 

There are many great techniques for cultivating a more decent way 
of being in die world, but there are no magic formulations. You must 
figure out how to be kind to yourself ;md all beings in each moment. As 
training in morality takes into account all of die ordinary ways in which 
we try to live a good and useful Ufe, it is so vast a subject that I couldn't 
possibly give anything resembling a comprehensive treatment of it here. 
However, if you wish for further elaboration on some of the basics of 
training in morality, I suggest that you check out some of the following 
works: 

For a Future to be Possible , by Tliicli Nliat Hanli 
A Heart as Wide as the World and Lovingkindness. the 
Revolutionarv Art of Happiness , both by Sharon Salzburg 
Light on Enlightenment , by Cliristoplier Titmuss 
A Path With Heart , by Jack Kornfield 
Tr;iiiiiiig in morality' at its best is grounded in a dieoretical or direct 
appreciation of one more assumption, that of interconnectedness. 
Interconnectedness at this level means an appreciation of the fact that 
we are all in this together and that we aU share the wish to be happy. 
When we take into consideration our own needs and the needs of tiiose 
around us, we are more likely to be natur;illy Idnd and considerate of 
ourselves and others. Thus, we try to make it a habit to try to take into 
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account die feelings, opinions and welfare of diose around us. The 
obvious trap here is to simultaneously fail to take into account our own 
needs. Work on balancing both in a way that is sustainable and healthy. 

There are coundess other pitfalls we can riui into \vhen training in 
morality, as it is such a vast area of work. I \vill spend a lot of time in 
Part II detailing some of die more common side effects and shadow 
sides of training in morality, but realize diat it is an endless subject. 

However, one pitfall that must be addressed here, as it is so 
common, is that of guilt. We have grown up in a culture in which we 
can be extieniely hard on ourselves, causing ourselves astounding 
amounts of pain to little good eff ect. If we can learn to substitute wise 
remorse, a remorse tiiat simply says, "Well, tiiat didn't work, imd tiiis is 
unfortunate. I should try my best to figure out why and hopefully do 
something better next time," we will be much more able to train 
successfully in living a good and useful life. 

Some people unfortunately seem to think that the primary message 
of training in morality' is that they should continuously cultivate the 
feeling that they have taken up a liea\y yoke of responsibility' and self- 
oppression. In fact, some people seem to revel in that unfortunate 
feeling. Those more fortunate will think, "It is so much fun to try to live 
a good, healthy and useful life! What a joy it is to find creative ways to 
do this!" There are few things more helpful on the spiritual path and life 
in general than a positive attitude. 

Thus, the related ;md iM too common pitf ;ill is tiiat people stop 
having fun and trying to be successful in worldly terms. There is 
absolutely no reason for this. If you can have fun in healthy ways, have 
fun! It's not just for breakfast anymore. Also, success is highly 
recommended for obvious reasons. Pick a flexible \dsion of success in 
die ordinaiy sense for yourself and go for it! Play to v\iii. This is your 
life, so ni;il<.e it a great one. There is no reason not to try, so long as you 
can do so in a kind and compassionate way. 

One more great thing about the first training is that it really helps 
with the next training: concentration. So, here's a tip: if you are finding it 
hard to concentrate because your mind is filled with guilt, judgment, 
en\'y or some other hard and difficult thought pattern, also work on the 
first training, kindness. It will be time well spent. 
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On to concentration, tiie ability to steady tiie mind on whatever you 
wish and attain unusual and profound altered states of consciousness. 
Training in concentration relates to formal meditation practice. It is also 
called training in "samadhi" (meaning depths of meditation), or 
sometimes "s;unatiia practice." Concentration practice involves worldng 
at a level tiiat might be considered unusual, particularly contiasted with 
the ordinary level of training in morality. Training in morality is 
something to which everyone can relate. Training in concentration is 
only easy to relate to if you have attained to unusual states of 
consciousness or at least have faith that they can be attained. 

Triiining in concentration has had tiiousands of pages dedicated to 
it, and tiiere are probably tiiousands of concentration exercises. Some 
very commonly used objects of meditation are tire breath (my personal 
favorite), one's posture, a mantra or koan, a candle flame, various 
visualization exercises, and even the experience of concentration itself. 
The object you choose should be one on which you would be happy to 
steady your mind. 

The essential point about meditation is tiiis: to get miywhere in 
meditation you need to be able to really steady die mind and be present 
That's just all there is to it and it is largely a question of just doing it. 
There is an important shift that happens in people's practice when they 
really make the commitment to developing concentration and follow 
through witii it. Until one does tliis, not mucli is lilcely to liappen in 
one's meditative practice! \^ you decide to do a concentiation practice, 
stay on that object like a rabid dog until 3'ou have enough stability and 
skill to let the mind rest on it naturally. 

The first formal goal when training in concentration is to attain 
something called "access concentration," meaning tiie ability? to stay 
consistently with your chosen object with relative ease to tiie general 
exclusion of distiactions. This is tiie basic attainment tiiat billows you to 
access the higher stages of concentration and also to begin tiie patii of 
insight (the third training), so make attaining access concentration your 
first goal in your meditative practice. You will know when you have it. 

So, die essential formal concentration practice instructions are : pick 
an object (the list above is a great place to begin), find a place to practice 
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where you are as free from distractions as possible, pick a sustainable 
posture (it doesn't really matter so much), focus your attention on the 
object as completely and consistentiy as possible for the duration of that 
practice period, allowing as few lapses in concentration as possible, and 
learn to stabilize all of your attention on that object. The more you 
practice and the better your practice, tiie better you will become. Find 
the balance of effort and steadiness that works for you. Practice again 
and again until you can attain access concentration. While this 
paragraph may seem trite or sparse, it contains the formal instructions 
on how to begin triiining in concentration. 

Should you need someone to tell you how long to practice, start with 
10 minutes a day ;md work up to im hour or two each day as your lite 
allows. If you can learn to hold your attention completely on your 
chosen object for even one solid minute, you have some strong 
concentration skills. That said, you might have 10 hours a day to devote 
to practice. Don't let me hold you back! How long it will t^ike you to 
develop access concentration is dependent upon a number of factors 
including practice conditions, your natural and cultivated concentration 
ability, the strength of your drive to succeed, and how much you 
practice. 

Sharpening your concentration may help almost everything you do, 
and can provide a mental ;md emotional stability that c;m be veiy useful. 
Concentration c^m ;ilso lead to some ver}? nice states called "jh^mas" imd 
otiier names. These c;m be exti emely blissful ^md peaceful. Being able 
to access these states of mind can be ridiculously enjoyable and can 
increase steadiness and stability of mind. These are of value in and of 
themselves and also serve the important function in the Buddhist 
tradition of providing a disposable foundation for insight practices, i.e. 
the tiiird triiining. 

I will leave off describing the high concentration attainments until 
Part III so as to keep tiiis section focused on tire essential skills 
necessary for meditation, as once you gain access concentration getting 
into those states is very easy. Until you can get into access concentration, 
you ain't got squat. Thus, pick an object, practice well and often, learn 
to attain to access concentration, finish reading this book, and by that 
point everything should be very straightf orward. 
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Now, it must be said tliat concentration practices, like all practices, 
have their shadow sides. For instance, high and unusual experiences can 
become addictive and seductive, causing them to receive more attention 
and focus than they deserve. They can also lead to people becoming 
ver}' otherworldly and ungrounded, \'ery much tlie way diat 
hallucinogens can. They c^m Jilso bring up lots of our psychological 
"stuff." This last limitation could be a benefit if we are in a mood to deal 
with this stuff. Perhaps the most important limitations of concentration 
practices is that they do not lead directiy to the insights and permanent 
understandings that come from training in wisdom, as much as we might 
like them to. That brings us to the third training... 
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4.WisDOM, The Third Training 



The tliird training in the list is wisdom, in this case a very special 
kind of wisdom that I will often call "ultimate" or "fundamental" 
wisdom. This may also be rendered as "understanding" or "insight." 
The whole trick to this training is to underst^md die truth of the 
sensations that make up our present experience. The great mystics from 
all traditions have reported that diere is sometliing rem;ukable and even 
enlightening about our ordinary experiences if we take tire time to look 
into them very carefully. Those that undertake training in wisdom have 
decided to do the experiment and see for themselves if this is true or if 
those old dead dudes were just m;ildng it aU up. 

Obviously, the first assumption diat must be made is that there is 
some understanding diat is completely beyond any ordinaiy 
understanding, even beyond the altered states of consciousness that can 
be attained if we train in concentration. The next assumption is that 
there are specific practices that can lead to that understanding if we 
simply do them. The third and perhaps most vital assumption is that we 
can do them and he successful. 

The assumption diat is r^u ely stated explicidy but often implied is 
that we must be willing to stay on a sensate level, at the level of the 
actual sensations that make up experiences, if we wish to gain the 
insights that are promised by the mystics. The corollary of this 
assumption is that we must be willing to set aside periods of time during 
W'liicli we abandon the ordinary? way of worldiig in die world that is 
called tiaining in nior;ilit\' and even die uiiusufil w'ay of worldng widi 
altered states of consciousness diat is called training in concentration. 
We assume that the teachings on wisdom point to universal truths, 
truths that can be perceived in all types of experience without exception. 
We assume that if we can simply know our sensate experience clearly 
enough, then \ve will come to understand for ourselves. 

The prini;uy agenda for doing insight practices is to increase our 
perceptual abilities so that die ti uths mentioned by the great mystics 
become obvious to us. Thus, rather than caring what we think, say or 
do, or caring about what altered state of consciousness we are in, when 
training in wisdom we actively worli to simply increase die speed, 
precision, consistency and inclusiveness of our experience of all the 
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quick little sensations tliatniake up our experience, wliateverand 
however they may be. 

Thus, the essential formal insight meditation instructions are : find a 
place where the distractions are tolerahle, pick a stable and sustiiinable 
posture, ;md for a defined period of time notice every single sensation 
tiiat makes up your realit}' as best you can. Just as witii concentration 
practices, more time and more diligent practice pays off. These simple 
instructions can easily seem overwhelming, vague or strangely trivial to 
many people, and so I am going to spend a lot of time laying out a large 
number of empowering concepts and more structured practices that 
have helped countless practitioners over thousands of years to follow 
these basic instructions. 

While tire Three Trainings all contain some similar elements, tiiere 
are some important contrasts that must be made between them. The 
gold standard for training in morality is how kind and compassionate 
our intentions are ;md how well we lead a useful ;md mor;il life. The 
gold standard for ti iiining in concentration practices is ho\v (luicldy we 
c;m enter into highly filtered states of consciousness, how long we can 
stay in tiiem, and how refined, complete and stable we can make tiiose 
states. The gold standard for insight practices is that we can quickly and 
consistentiy see the true nature of the numerous quick sensations that 
malice up our whole reality , regiuxlless of what those sensations are, 
allo\ving us to cut to a level of understanding that goes utterly beyond 
specific conditions. 

It is absolutely vital tiiat tire differences between tiiese gold standards 
be understood. Considered this way, these gold standards do not 
overlap and may even seem to contradict one another. This is a very 
practical assumption. As these differences seem to be extremely difficult 
to explain clearly, I wiU make this basic point again and again 
tiiroughout tills book. 

So, having gained enough morality to be temporarily free of 
excessive negative mind states and enough concentration to steady the 
mind somewhat, look into the bare truth of the sensations of this 
moment. This is called insight meditation and other names, and it is 
designed to produce wisdom. 
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Sounds simple, and while it is, it also isn't. There are many types of 
insight that we may derive from experiencing the world. Usually, we 
might think of training in wisdom as having to do with relative issues like 
how to live our lives. In tliis sense, one might just try to he wiser. 
Perhaps we could sldllfuUy reflect on something that \vent hadly and see 
if perhaps in die future some wisdom gained from fliat experience might 
change die way we live our life. This is an ordinary form of wisdom, and 
so the insights we derive from such reflections and observations are 
insights into the ordinary world. 

On the other hand, these sorts of reflections can only take us so far, 
and to really get what the Buddha was talking about, we need to go far 
beyond tiiese conventional definitions of wisdom and att^iin to ultimate 
insights by doing insight practices. Many people try to make insight 
practices into an exercise that will produce both insights into the 
ordinary world and also ultimate insights. I have come to the conclusion 
that we should not count on ultimate teachings to illuminate our relative 
issues or vice versa, and so I feel tiiat it is extremely import;mt to keep 
the relative and ultimate vrisdom teachings sep^uate. Failure to do so 
causes endless problems and makes progress on eitiier front more 
difficult rather than easier. Thus, I will revisit this topic again and again 
throughout this work, doing my best to clearly differentiate those 
practices that produce ordinary wisdom from tiiose practices thatfaU 
\vithin die third training and lead to ultimate realizations that are 
independent of our relative insights. 

There are many wisdom traditions and many styles of insight 
practices. I will lay out a number of them expHcitiy and hint at many 
others in the chapters that follow. When choosing an insight tradition, I 
would suggest you look for a tradition that is tried and true, me;ming 
that is either \'ery old and well tested, or at least can, in modern times, 
demonsti ate tiiat it consistentiy leads to unshakable realizations. I can 
verify that the specific practices I will present lead to tire effects I 
promise if they are applied as recommended. Even better, you should 
verify this for yourself. 

A brief note of caution here: occasion;illy, when people begin to 
really get into spirituiilit}', they may get a bit fascinated with it ;md may 
forget some of the useful relative wisdom they have learned from 
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before. Caught up in "ultimate wisdom" and their "spiritual quest," they 
can sometimes abandon conventional wisdom and other aspects of their 
"former life" to a degree that may not be very wise. They falsely imagine 
that by training in insight they are also mastering or transcending the first 
ti aining, tiiat of living in tiie ordin;uy world. We mvriken to the actual 
truth of our life in all of its conventional aspects by definition, so make 
sure that yours is a life you mil want to wake up to. 

In summary, by seeing deeply into the truth of our own experience, 
profound and beneficial transformations of consciousness are definitely 
possible. You guessed it, we're talking about enlightenment, The Big E, 
aW'Jikening, freedom, Niivana, the unconditioned, ^md all of tiiat. The 
aiising of tiiis underst;mding is the prim;uy focus of tiiis book. There 
are actually lots of interesting insights tiiat typically occur even before 
awakening. Again, tiiere are no magic formulae for producing ultimate 
insights, except for the Three Characteristics... 
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The Three Characteristics are so central to the teachings of the 
Buddha that it is almost inconceivable how little attention the vast 
majority of so-called insight meditators pay to them. They are 
impemiane nee , un satisfactDri nes s, ^md no- self . I cannot possibly 
stress enough the usefulness of tiying ag;un ;md ag;un to re^illy 
understand diese tliree quiilities of all experience. They are tire stuff 
from which ultimate insight at all levels comes, pure and simple. They 
are the marks of ultimate reality. Every single time I say, "understand 
the true nature of things," what I mean is, "understand the Three 
Characteristics." To really understand them is to be enlightened. 

Somehow this exceedingly important message just doesn't topically 
seem to get tiirough to insight meditators, and tirus tiiey spend so much 
time doing anything but looldng precisely moment to moment into the 
Three Characteristics. They may be thinking about something, lost in 
the stories and tape loops of the mind, trying to work on their stuff, 
philosophizing, trying to quiet the mind, or who knows what, and this 
can go on for year after year, retreat after retreat, and of course tiiey 
wonder why tiiey don't have more insight yet. This is a tragedy of 
monumental proportions, but you do not have to be part of it! You can 
be one of those insight meditators that knows what to do, does it, and 
finally "gets it" in the grandest sense. 

The big message here is: drop the stories, find a physic;il object like 
the breath or body or pain or pleasure or whatever, and look into tiie 
Three Chaiacteristics precisely and consistentiy! Drop to tiie level of 
bare sensations! This is vipassana, insight meditation, or whatever you 
want to call it. It is the way of the Buddhas. AH the "opening to it," "just 
being with it," "letting it go" and all of that are quite important, as we will 
see later, but insight meditators must, repeat, must, look into the 
following: 

Impermanence 

All things areimpennane nt. This is one of the most 
fundamentjil teachings of tiie Buddha and the second to last sentence he 
uttered before he died: "All phenomena are impermanent! Work out 
your salvation with diligence!" In his last words, he said everything you 
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need to know to do insight practices. Things come and go. Notliing lasts 
for even an instant! Absolute transience is truly the fundamental nature 
of experiential reality. 

What do I mean by "experienti;il reiilit} ?" I mean the universe of 
sensations diat you actually experience. There are many gold standards 
for realit}'. However, when doing insight practices, tiie only useful gold 
standard for reality is your omi sensate experience. From tire 
conventional point of view, things are usually thought to be there even 
when you can no longer experience them, and are thus assumed with 
only circumstantial evidence to be somewhat stable entities. 
Predictability' is used to assume continuity of existence. For our day-to- 
day lives, this assumption is adequate and often veiy useful. 

For example, you could close your eyes, put down tliis book, and 
then pick it up again where you left it without opening your eyes. From 
a pragmatic point of view, this book was where you left it even when you 
were not experiencing it in any way. However, when doing insight 
practices, it just happens to be much more useful to assume diat things 
are only diere when you experience diem ^md not diere when you 
don't. Thus, die gold standard for reality when doing insight practices is 
the sensations that make up your reaEty in that instant. Sensations not 
there at that time do not exist, and thus only the sensations arising in 
that inst;mt do exist. In short, die vast majority of what you usually think 
of as maldng up your universe doesn't exist the vast majority' of the time, 
from a pure sensate point of view. This is exactiy, precisely and 
specifically the point Knowing tiiis directiy leads to freedom. 

It is wise to reflect on death and all of that, for it is useful and true. 
This is a reflection on ordinary reality and thus an aspect of training in 
morality that is commonly used to develop motivation to train in insight. 
Far better to see one sensation arise and pass away. What do I mean by 
diis? I mean diat sensations ai ise out of notiiing, do tiieir tiling, and 
vanish utterly. Gone. Utterly gone. Then die next sensation arises, does 
its thing, and disappears completely. "That's the stuff of modem 
physics," one might say. "What does that have to do with practice?" 

It has eveiytliing to do witii practice! We can experience this, 
because the first set of vibrations we have access to isn't actually that fast. 
Vibrations. That's right, vibrations. That's what this first characteristic 
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means: tliat reality vibrates, pulses, appears as discrete particles, is like 
TV snow, the frames of a movie, a shower of vanishing flower petals, or 
however you want to say it. Some people can get all into complex wave 
or particle models here, but don't. Just look into your actual experience, 
especially somediing nice and physical like die motion and sensations of 
die breadi in die abdomen, die sensations of die tips of die fingers, the 
lips, die bridge of die nose, or whatever. Instant by instant try to know 
when the actual physical sensations are there and when they aren't. It 
turns out they aren't there a good bit of the time, and even when they 
ai e there, tiiey are changing constantly. 

We are topically (juite sloppy about what are physical sensations and 
what are nient;d sensations (memories, mental images, ;uid mental 
impressions of otiier sensations). These two kinds of sensations actually 
oscillate back and forth, a back and forth interplay, one arising and 
passing and then the other arising and passing, in a somewhat quick but 
quite penetrable fashion. Being clear about exacdy when the physical 
sensations are there will begin to chuify tiieir slippen' counterpart that 
helps create the illusion of continuity or solidity: dickering mental 
impressions. 

Coming direcdy after a physical sensation arises and passes is a 
separate pulse of reality that is the mental knowing of that physical 
sensation, here referred to as "consciousness" (as coiiti asted with 
"awiireness" in Part III). By physical sensations I niejui die live senses of 
touch, taste, hearing, seeing, and smelling. This is die way die mind 
operates on phenomena tiiat are no longer diere, even thoughts, 
intentions and mental images. 

Since I just used this dangerous phrase "the mind," I should quickly 
mention that it cannot be found. I'm certainly not t;dking about the 
brain, which we have ne\'er experienced, as the standfird for insight 
practices is what we c;ui direcdy experience. As old Zen monk once 
said to us in his extremely thick Japanese accent, "Some people say 
there is mind. I say there is no mind, but never mind. Heh, heh, heh!" 

However, I will use this dangerous phrase "the mind" often, or even 
worse "our mind," but think to yourself when you read it, "He's just 
using con\'entional language, but really tiiere are just utterly transient 
mental sensations. Truly, there is no stable entity called 'the mind' 
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which can be found! By doing insight practices, I will fully understand 
this!" If you are able to do this, we'll get along just fine. 

This mental impression of a previous sensation (often called 
"consciousness" in Buddhist parlance) is like an echo, a resonance. The 
mind takes a crude impression of tiie object, and tiiat is what we can 
tiiink about, remember and process. Then there may be a drought or an 
image tiiat ai ises and passes, aird tiren, if tire mind is stable, another 
physical pulse. 

Each one of these arises and vanishes completely before the other 
begins, so it is exti emely possible to sort out which is which witii a stable 
mind dedicated to consistent precision and to not being lost in stories. 
This means that the instant you Iiave experienced sonietliing, you laiow 
that it isn 't tliere any more, and wliatever is diere is a new sensation that 
will be gone in an instant. There are typically many other impermanent 
sensations and impressions interspersed with these, but, for the sake of 
practice, this is close enough to what is happening to be a good working 
model. 

Engage witii tire preceding paragraphs. They Ai e tire stuff ujion 
which great insight practice is based. Given tirat you know sensations are 
vibrating, pulsing in and out of reality, and that, for the sake of practice, 
every sensation is followed directiy by a mental impression, you now 
know exactiy what you are looldng for. You have a clear standard. If you 
are not experiencing it, then stabilize the nrind further, and be clearer 
about exactiy when and where there are physical sensations. Spend time 
witir tiris, as long as it takes. The whole goal is to experience 
impermanence directiy, i.e. things flickering, and what those things are 
doesn't actually matter one bit! 

How freeing! Interpretation is particularly useless in insight 
meditation, so you don't have to spend tinre doing it \vhen you are on 
tire cushion. Throughout tiiis book I reconrnrend reflecting on spiritual 
teachings and how to bring tirem to bear on our life, but not on tire 
cushion. Thoughts, even supposedly good ones, are just too slippery 
and seductive most of the time, even for advanced meditators, though if 
you can avoid getting lost in their content tiiey ;u e as v;ilid a stie^mr of 
objects as any other. Try to limit yourself to a few minutes of reflection 
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per hour of meditation. This should be more tiian enough. There are 
simply no substitutes for this sort of momentum in practice. 

How fast are things vibrating? How many sensations arise and 
vanish each second? This is exacdy what you are trying to experience, 
but some \'ery general guidelines can provide faidi that it can be done 
and perhaps point die way as well. Begin by assuming that we lu e t;ilking 
about one to ten times per second in tire beginning. This is not actually 
that fast. Try tapping five to ten times per second on a table or 
something. It might take two hands, but it's manageable, isn't it? You 
could obviously experience that, couldn't you? That's the spirit! 

There are faster ;md slower vibrations drat may show up, some very 
fast (maybe up to fort\' times per second) and some veiy slow (diat are 
actually made up of faster vibrations), but let's just say drat one to ten 
times per second can sometimes be a useful guideline in the beginning. 
Once you get the hang of it, the faster and slower vibrations are no big 
deal. Alternately, depending on how you practice, conceiving of this as 
like a shower of raindrops, a pointillist painting in motion, or 3D TV 
snow might help. Realit}' is obviously quite rich ;md complex, and dius 
the frequencies of tire pulses of reality can be somewhat chaotic, but 
they actually tend to be more regular than you might expect. Also, there 
are not really any "magic frequencies." Whatever frequency or pulse or 
whatever you are experiencing at tiiat moment is the ti utii of tiiat 
moment! However, in the beginning you should go for faster vibrations 
over slower ones and then try for wider ones over those that are 
narrower. 

Don't worry if things look or feel solid sometimes. Just be with the 
solidity clearly and precisely, but not too tightiy, and it can start to show 
its impermanence. Be aware of each exact moment in which you 
experience solidit}' and its beginning and ending. Remember diat each 
experience of solidity? is a sep^u ate, impernirment sensation! M^my 
people begin practicing and really want to solidify somediing like the 
breath so that they can actually pay attention to it. They become 
frustrated when they have a hard time finding the breath or their body 
or whatever. The reason they can't find it is not because they are a bad 
meditator but because they are having direct insight into how things 
actually are! Unfortunately, their theory of what is supposed to happen 
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involves really perceiving sometliing solid and stable, so tliey get very 
frustrated. You should now be able to avoid a lot of that frustration and 
begin to appreciate why knowing some theory is important. 

It is ;ilso worth noting here that the frequency or rate of these 
vibrations may ch^mge often, eitiier getting faster or slo\ver, and that it is 
really wortii trying to see cle;u ly tiie beginning ;md ending of each 
vibration or pulse of reality. These are actually at least two different 
sensations! It is also useful to check out exacfly what happens at the 
bottom, middle, and top of the breath if you are using the breath as an 
object, ;md to examine if the frequency stays stable or changes in each 
phase of the breath. Never assume that what you have understood is the 
final answer! Be ;dert! Explore c;u efully and precisely with openness and 
acceptance! This is tire door to understanding. 

One last thing about vibrations: looking into vibrations can be a lot 
like any other sport. It can be thought of the way we might think of 
surfing or playing tennis, and this sort of g;une-like attitude c;m actually 
help a lot. We're "out to bust some vibrations!" as a friend of mine 
entiiusiasticjilly put it. You don't know quite what tiie next return or 
wave is going to be like, so pay attention, keep tire mind on tire pulse of 
the sensations of your world just as you would on the wave or ball, and 
keep playing! 

I highly recommend this sort of speed in practice not only because 
tiiat is how fast we have to perceive realit\' in order to awaken, but also 
because tiying to experience one to ten sensations per second is 
challenging and engaging. Because it is challenging and engaging, we will 
be less prone to getting lost in thoughts rather than doing insight 
practices. Our minds have the power to perceive things extremely 
quicldy, and we actu;illy use this power all the time to do such tilings as 
read tiiis book. You can probably read many words per second. If you 
can do tiiis, you can cert^iinly do insight practices. 

If you can perceive one sensation per second, try for two. If you can 
perceive two unique sensations per second, try to perceive four. Keep 
increasing your perceptual threshold in this way until the illusion of 
continuity' that binds you on the wheel of suffering shatters. In short, 
when domg msight pmcdces, constantly work to percent sensations 
arise and pass as quickly and accurately as you possibly can. With the 
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spirit of a racecar driver who is constantly aware of liow fast tlie car can 
go and still stay on the track, you are strongly advised to stay on the 
cutting edge of your ability to see the impermanence of sensations 
quickly and accurately. 

I will relate four of die many little exercises that I sometimes do that 
I have found useful for jump-starting and developing insight into 
impermanence. They will demonstiate how we can be creative in 
exploring our reality precisely but hopefully they will not be thought of 
in some sort of dogmatic way. These objects and postures are not that 
important, but understanding impermanence directiy is. 

In one of tiiese exercises, I sit cjuietly in a (juiet place, close my e^^es, 
put one hand on each knee, ^md concentrate just on my two index 
fingers. Basic dharma theory tells me tliat it is definitely not possible to 
perceive both fingers simultaneously, so with this knowledge I try to see 
in each instant which one of the two finger's physical sensations are 
being perceived. Once the mind has speeded up a bit ;md yet become 
more stable, I tiy to perceive tiie arising and passing of each of tiiese 
sensations. I may do tiiis for h;ilf an hour or an hour, just staging witli 
the sensations in my two fingers and perceiving when each sensation is 
and isn't there. This might sound like a lot of work, and it definitely can 
be until the mind setties into it. It really requires the concentration of a 
fast sport like table tennis. This is such an engaging exercise and 
requires such precision that it is easy not to be lost in thought if I lun 
really applying myself . I have found this to be a very useful practice for 
developing concentration and debunking tire illusion of continuity. You 
can pick any two aspects of your experience for this exercise, be they 
physical or mental. I generally use my fingers only because through 
experimentation I ha\'e found that it is easy for me to perceive the 
sensations tiiat make tiiem up. 

In ;motiier related exercise, I do tiie same sort of tiling, sitting 
quietiy in a quiet place with my eyes closed, but instead I concentrate on 
the sensations of the front and back of my head. With the knowledge 
that the illusion of a separate perceiver is partially supported by one 
impermanent sensation incorrectiy seeming to perceive fmotiier 
impermanent sensation which it follows, such as the sensations in tiie 
back of the head incorrectiy seeming to perceive the sensations of the 
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front of tlie head which tliey follow, I try to be really clear about tliese 
sensations and when they are and aren't there. I try to be clear if the 
sensations in the head are from the front or the back of the head in each 
instant, and then tiy to experience clearly the beginning and ending of 
each individual sensation. 

This practice also reciuires a table tennis-like jirecision. H;ilf ;m hour 
to an hour of tliis can be quite a workout until die mind speeds up and 
becomes more stable, but this sort of effort pays off. When I am 
engaged with this practice, there is little room to be lost in thought. I 
have also found this a veiy useful practice for de\'eloping concentration 
and debunldng the illusion of continuity and the illusion of a separate 
self (more on diat later) . 

In anodier exercise, which is ciuite common to many meditation 
traditions, I sit quiedy in a quiet place, close my eyes, and concentrate 
on the breath. More than just concentrating on it, I know that the 
sensations that make up the concept "breath" are each impermanent, 
lasting only im instant. With this luiowledge, I tiy to see how many 
individufil times in each part of the breatii I c^m perceive tiie sensations 
that make up tire breatii. During die in-breatii I try to experience it as 
many times as possible, and try to be quite precise about exactiy when 
the in-breath begins and ends. 

More tii;m tiiis, I tiy to perceive exactiy ;md precisely when each 
sensation of motion or physicalit}' of the breath arises and passes. I then 
do tiie siuiie for tiie out-breath, paying paiticular attention to tiie exact 
end of tiie out-breatii and tiien tiie beginning of tiie new in-breatii. I 
don't worry about how I am breathing because it is not the quality of the 
breath which I am concerned with or even what the sensations are, but 
the ultimate nature of these sensations: their inipernianence, their 
arising and passing away. When I am re;dly engaged with bending tiie 
mind to this exercise, tiiere is littie room to be lost in tiiought. I have 
found tills to be a very useful practice for developing concentration and 
penetrating the illusion of continuity. 

In the last exercise, I take on the thoughts directiy. I know that the 
sensations that make up thoughts can reve;il die ti utii of tiie Three 
Characteristics to me, so I have no fear of tiieni; instead I regard them 
as more glorious opportunities for insight. Again, sitting quietiy in a 
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quiet place witli my eyes closed, I turn the mind to tlie tliought stream. 
However, rather than paying attention to the content like I usually do, I 
pay attention to the ultimate nature of the numerous sensations that 
make up thoughts: impermanence. I may even make the thoughts in my 
head more and more intense just to get a good look at them. 

It is ahsolutely essenti;d to tiy to figure out how you experience 
thoughts, otherwise you will simply flounder in content. What do 
thoughts feel like? Where to they occur? How big are they? What do 
they look like, smell like, taste like, sound like? How long do they last? 
Where are their edges? Only take on this practice if you aie \villing to 
tr}' to work on this level, the level that tries to figure out what thoughts 
actually ai e raflier tlian what they me;m or imply. 

If my thoughts are somewhat auditory, I begin by trying to perceive 
each syllable of the current thought and then each syllable's beginning 
and ending. IS they are somewhat visual, I try to perceive every instant in 
which a mental image presents itself. If they seem somewhat physical, 
such as the memon' of a mo\'ement or feeling, I try to perceive exactiy 
how long each litfle sensation of fliis memoiy lasts. This sort of 
investigation can actually be fairly easy to do and yet is quite powerful. 
Things can also get a bit odd quickly when doing this sort of practice, 
but I don't worry about that. Sometimes thoughts can begin to sound 
like die auditoiy strobing section of the song "Crimson ^md Clover," 
where it sounds like they are standing at a spinning microphone. 
Sometimes flie images in our head can begin to flash ;md flicker. 
Sometimes our very sense of attention can begin to strobe. This is the 
point! The sensations that imply a mind and mental processes are 
discontinuous, impermanent. 

Again, this prac lice reciuires steadiness and determination, as well as 
precision. When I ;un really engaged with this, there is no time to be 
lost in the content of tiie flioughts, as I ;un tiying too h;uxl to be cle^u^ 
about the beginning and ending of each litfle flicker, squawk and pulse 
which makes up thought. This can be an especially fun practice when 
difficult thoughts are distracting me from a physical sensation. I can turn 
on diem, break them down into meaningless litfle bHps, litfle vibrations 
of suchness. And then they don't have the power to cause me any 
trouble. They just scatter like confetti. They are seen as they are: small. 
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(juick and harmless. They have a message to convey, but tlien tliey are 
gone. 

When I am done with this exercise, I return to physical objects and 
their arising ;md passing. H()\ve\'er, I have found taking on the 
sensations that make up thoughts to be ;modier very useful exercise for 
developing concenti ation ;md penetrating the illusion of continuity. It 
doesn't matter if they are "good droughts" or "bad thoughts," as all 
mental sensations are also dripping with ultimate truth that is just waiting 
to be discovered, and thus I can proceed in my investigation with 
confidence reg;u dless of what arises. Whether our illusions ;u e 
penetrated using physical sensations or mental sensations is actually 
completely irrelev^mt. 

Hopefully these exercises will give you some idea about how one 
might practice understanding impermanence. Impermanence is a true 
mark of ultimate reality, so just understanding this again and again can 
be sufficient to drum it into our thick heads, debunk the illusion of 
continuity', and once this is drummed into our thick heads we are free. 
This can be a subde business, so be patient and persevere. Remember 
all diree trainings. Following flickering sensations aird understanding the 
other two characteristics of suffering and no-self that they manifest can 
be a powerful and direct cause for deep insights and awakenings. 

For fi\'e yeiu^s of my practice I was basic;illy a One Technicjue Freak, 
and diat technique was noticing how sensations flicker. I would do it as 
often as I could, i.e. basicjilly whenever I didn't have to be doing 
something that required concentration on die specifics of my life. I 
would be riding an elevator, just trying to see when I could feel each 
foot, or lying down to sleep and noticing how many times I could 
experience the sensations of my breath in each second. I also tried to 
notice this aspect of diings for ever}' single sensation diat occurred 
during my form;il practice. I used lots of objects, usually diose diat were 
presenting strongly at that time, and would use some variations on tire 
above techniques as well as some others that I will mention shortly to 
keep me from getting stuck, but the aspect of my world that I tried to 
notice, things flickering, was always the same. I found tiiat by m;iking 
this sort of commitment to understanding one of the most basic 
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assumptions of insight practices I was able to make fast progress and 
gain the ultimate insights I was looking for. 

Suffering 

The next ch;u acteristic is sufF ering or un satisfactoii nes s . 

Sounds grim or pessimistic at first, and perhaps deservedly so in one 
sense, but it is also a powerful statement that our moment-to-moment 
experience will not permanently satisfy ever. It will never happen. Why? 
Because e\'erything is impermanent, that's one reason why! I just said 
tiiat nothing lasts, meaning tiiat you can actually experience e\'erything 
tiiat you norm;illy tiiink of as a solid world ju ising ;md passing instant to 
instant. So what could last for even tire blink of an eye to satisfy? 
Nothing! 

The point is not to be a radical, pessimistic, nihilistic cynic. The 
point is tiiat it is not a tiling tiiat will help, but :in understanding of 
something in the relationship to tilings. There is no thought, mind state 
or whatever which will do it. This is not to say tiiat conventional day-to- 
day wisdom, such as taking care of ourselves and otiiers, isn't also quite 
important: it very much is. Remember that awakening is not a thing or a 
mind state or a thought, it is an understanding of perspective vnthout 
some sep;u ate thing tiiat perceives. 

There is a great relieving honest}' in the tiutii of suffering. It can be 
very validating of tiie actu;il experience of our life and filso give us tiie 
strength to look into tiie aspects of life tiiat we typically try to ignore and 
run from. Even some deep and useful insights can be distinctiy 
unpleasant, contrary to popular belief! 

There is more to tiiis tiutli, and it relates to tiie tiiird characteristic, 
no-self. We aie caught up in this bizarre habit of assiuiiing that tiiere is 
an "I." Yet tiie definition of tiiis seemingly permanent thing has to keep 
constantiy changing to keep up tiie illusion in an impermanent world. 
This takes up a lot of mental time and is continually frustrating to the 
mind, as it takes so much constant work and effort. This process is 
called ignorance, i.e. the illusion of an "I" and thus that everything else 
is "not I." 

This is tiie illusion of dualit}', and the illusion of duality? is inlierentiy 
painful. There is just sonietiiing disconcerting about tiie way tiie mind 
must hold itself and the information it must work to ignore in order to 
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maintain tlie sense diat tliere is a permanent and continuous self. 
Maintaining it is painful and its consequences for reactive mind states 
are also painful. It is a subtle, chronic pain, like a vague nausea. It is a 
distortion of perspective that we have grown so used to that we hfirdly 
notice it most of dre time. The suffering caused by continually trying to 
prop up die illusion of dualit}' is fundmnental suffering. This definition 
of suffering is die one diatis most useful for insiglit practices. 

To actually feel moment to moment this quality of reality can be 
hard to do, not because suffering is so hard to find (it has actually been 
said to be the easiest of the diree to tune into), but because it takes a 
certain amount of bra\'eiy. Yet, it is so well worth it. If we finally w^ike 
up to diis (juidit)' of suffering we will effordessly let it go, drop it like a 
hot coal drat we have finally realized we were holding. It really works 
like that, and letting go in this way means being free. 

Investigate your experience and see if you can be open to that 
fundamental, non-stoiy based aspect of your b^u e experience that is 
somehow unsettling, unpleasant, or unsatisfactoiy. It can be found to 
some degree in eveiy inst;mt regardless of whedier it is pleasfmt, 
unpleasant or neutral. Once you have some mental stability, you can 
even look into the bare experience of the sensations that make up the 
stories that spin in your mind and see how unsatisfactory and unsetding 
it is to try to pretend diey Ai e a self or the property' of some imagined 
self. If we continue to habituate ourselves to this underst^mding moment 
to moment we may get it into our thick heads and fin;dly awaken. 

My favorite exercise for examining suffering is to sit in a quite place 
with my eyes closed and examine the physical sensations that make up 
any sort of desire, be it desire to get something, get away from 
something or just tune out and go to sleep. At a rate of one to ten times 
per second, I try to experience exactly ln)w I know that I wish to do 
somediing other di;m simply face my current experience as it is. 
Moment to moment, I try to find tiiose littie uncomfortable urges and 
tensions that try to prod my mind into fantasizing about past or future or 
stopping my meditation entirely. 

For that meditation period, they are my prey and nourishment, 
opportunities to understand something extraordinary' about reality, and 
so I do my very best to let none of them arise and pass without the basic 
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sense of dissatisfaction in tliem being cieariy perceived as it is. I turn on 
sensations of tfie desire to get results, turn on the pains and unsetding 
sensations tfiat make my mind contract, turn on tfie boredom that is 
usually aversion to sufFeiing in disguise, turn on die sensations of 
restiessness that tiy to get me to stop meditating. An\thing \vith fear or 
judgment in it is my bread and butter for that mediCition period. Any 
sensation tiiat smacks of grandiosity or self-loathing is welcomed as a 
source of vnsdom. 

A half hour to an hour of this sort of consistent investigation of 
suffering is also cjuite a \vorkoiit, particularly as we spend most of our 
li\'es doing ;mything but looldng to tiiese sorts of sensations to gain 
insight from tiiem. However, I have found tiiat this sort of investigation 
pays off in ways I could never have imagined. 

Looking into unsatisfactoriness may not sound as concrete as the 
thing about vibrations, but I assure you it is. Even the most pleasant 
sensations have a tinge of unsatisfactoriness to tiiem, so look for it at the 
level of bare experience. Pain is a gold mine for this. I am absolutely not 
advocating cultivating pain, as tiiere is already enough tiiere. Just 
knowing in each precise instant how you actually know tiiat pain is 
unsatisfactory can be profound practice. Don't settie for just the knee 
jerk answer that "of course pain is unsatisfactory." Know exactiy how 
you lmo\v this in each moment, but don't get lost in stories about it This 
is b;u e realit}', ultimate realit}' we're talldng about. Just be with it, engage 
with it, and know it as it is at a very simple level. 

No-self 

The last and perhaps most misunderstood of the Three 
Characteristics is no- self , also rendered as egol ess nes s or 
emptine ss . Emptiness, for ;ill its mysterious sounding connotations, 
just means tliat reality is empty of a permanent, separate self. The 
emphasis here absolutely must be on the words "permanent" and 
"separate. " It doesn't mean that reality is not there, or that aU of this is 
illusion! Solidity is an illusion, permanence is an illusion, tiiat tiie 
watcher is a separate tiling is an illusion, but all of this isn't an illusion. 
Sure, ;ill experience is utterly ti;msieiit and ephemeral, but that is not 
quite tiie same as everything being an illusion. There is a habit of 
reading just a bit too much into things and coming out vnth the false 
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conclusion tliat all of tliis means tliat tliere is some separate, permanent 
us. Reality is actually fine just as it is and always has been, but there is a 
deeper understanding of it that is called for. 

Let's talk a little bit about diis concept and how the illusion of a self 
is created in die first place before we talk about how to use this powerful 
and profound concept of no-self in simple ways in practice. Some 
theory really can be useful to die practice, as all of it can be understood 
direcfly once one has some stability of mind and a bit of insight into 
what is mind and what is body, and when each is and isn't there. 

We lia\ c this notion tiiat tiiere is re;illy a permanent "I." We might 
say, "Hello, I ;uii..." and be (juite convinced tiiat we are talking about a 
perni;uient, sep;u ate thing tiiat c;ui be found. However, if we ;u e just a 
bit more sophisticated we might ask, "What is tiiis 'I which we are sure 
is us?" We have grown so accustomed to the fact of the definition 
changing all the time that we hardly notice it, but the point of insight 
practice is to notice it, and to see just what it is that we are calling "I" in 
each moment. 

We may begin witii die obvious assumption: we are our body. This 
sounds nice until we say sonietiiing like "my body." Well, if it is "my 
body," that seems to imply that, at that moment, whatever it is that owns 
the body wasn't the body. Suppose someone points to our toenails. 
They surely seem to be "me," until we clip them, and then they are "not 
me." Is tills reiilly die sjmie body as when we were boriii' It isn't even 
made of die same cells, ^md yet it seems to be a pernument tiling. Look 
more closely, at tiie sensate level, and you will see tiiat moment to 
moment it isn't. At the level of actual experience, all that is found is 
flickering stuff. So impermanence is closely related to no-self, but there 
is more to no-self than that. 

Perhaps tiioughts are the "I." They may seem more like the "true I" 
tli^m die body does. But they come ;uid go to, don't tiiey? Can we re;illy 
control tiiese tiioughts? Are they sonietiiing solid enough to assume that 
they are an "I"? Look closely and you vwU see that they are not. But 
again, no-self is more profound than this. 

There also seems to be something tiiat is freciuently called "the 
watcher," tiiat which seems to be obsemng all this, and perhaps tiiis is 
really the "I" in question. Strangely, the watcher cannot be found, can 
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it? It seems to sometimes be our eyes, but sometimes not, sometimes it 
seems to be images in our head and sometimes something that is 
separate from them and yet watching the images in our head. 
Sometimes it seems to be our body, but sometimes it seems to be 
watching our body. Isn't it strange liow we are so used to this constant 
redefinition of ourseh es tliat we never stop to (juestion it!' Question it! 
This odd sense of air unfindabie watclrer to wlriclr aii of tiris is 
happening yet which is seemingiy separate fi-om all that is happening, 
which sometimes seems in control of "us" and yet which sometimes 
seems at tiie mercy of reality: what is it re;illy? What is going on here? 

One of my teachers once wisely said, "If you are observing it, tiien it 
isn't you by definition!" Notice tiiat tiie whole of re^ilit)' seems to be 
observed. The hints don't get any better tlian tiiis. Here are three more 
points of theory that are very useful for insight practices and one's 
attempts to understand what is meant by no-self: 

1. There are absolutely no sensations that can obsen e other 
sensations! (Notice that reality is made entirely of sensations.) 

2. There are no special sensations that are uniquely in control of other 
sensations. 

3. There are no sensations that are fundamentally spHt off from other 
sensations occurring at that moment. 

To begin to unravel this mysteiy is to begin to awaken. Simply put, 
re;ilit\' witli a sense of a separate watcher is delusion, and unconditioned 
reality?, realit\' just as it is, is awakening. 

Quick point here: people can use tire trutir of no-self to rationalize 
aU sorts of strange behaviors because they misunderstand it as nihilism. 
"It's aU Ulusion anyway," they might say. It absolutely isn't. All of this can 
only be understood at the level that m;ilces the difference by simple, 
clear, precise practice, so just keep at it. 

One more related tiling here that is very important: ego is a process 
of identification, not a tiring in and of itself . It is like a bad habit, but it 
doesn't exist as something that can be found. This is important, as this 
bad habit can quickly co-opt the language of egolessness and come up 
with phrases as absurd as: "I will destroy my ego!" But, not being a 
thing, it c;mnot be destroyed, but by understanding our b^u^e experience, 
our minds, the process of identification can stop. Any thoughts with "I," 
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"me," "my" and "mine" in them should be understood to be just 
thoughts which come and go. This is not something you can talk 
yourself out of. You have to perceive things as they are to stop this 
process. 

A commonly heard one is, "I am ahvays identifying with diings, I am 
jilways attached to diings," with the implication diat there is actu;illy 
someone who is "bad" for "doing" diis. Try to avoid diis sort of story 
making, this sort of unmindful mental spinning, but be kind to yourself 
if it happens. The sensations that make up these thoughts are just empty 
in die best of ways. 

So who is it diat awakensi' It is all of this transience which awakens, 
diough for a more mystical, diorough and seemingly ridiculous answer 
take a look at No-self vs. True Self in Part III. 

We don't have to sort this all out at once. We can begin with simple 
steps and the rest will fall into place if we are diligent and sldUful. 

So, mm' that I have made the possible seem mystic;il ;md abstruse, 
hopefully I will make it seem very attainable. The big, practical trick to 
understanding egolessness is to tune into die fact diat sensations arise on 
their own in a natural causal fashion, even die intentions to do diings. 
This is a formal practice instruction. 

This may sound hard until you think about it and then perhaps it 
may become so obvious it may seem trite. But it isn't, and 
understanding it agiiiii ;md agiiiii, moment to moment, can bang the 
truth into us, ^md if we fully get it we will be free. So, sbirt and perhaps 
remain widi obvious tilings like physical sensations. They just show up 
and check out over there, don't they? Tune into this. Allow this quality 
of things arising and passing on their own to show itself. Notice that 
whatever is observed isn't "us." Do this ag;iiii and again and again at a 
rate of one to ten times per second as before. That is all there is to it. 
See, tiiat wasn't so li;u"d! 

Thoughts, die breatii, and all of our experience don't quite seem to 
be in our control, do they? That's it! Know this moment to moment. 
Don't struggle too much with reality, except to break the bad habits of 
being lost in stories, poor coiiceiiti atioii, ;md a lack of understanding of 
the Three Cli;u acteristics. Allow vibrations to slio\v themseh es and tune 
into the sense that you don't have to struggle for them to arise. Reality 
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just continues to change on its own. That's really it. Investigate tiiis again 
and again until you get it. Notice that this applies to each and every 
sensation that you experience. 

So, while we can direct the mind to penetrate into phenomena with 
great precision and energ}', we can also sit cjuietly and allow reality' to 
just show itself as it is. Botii perspectives ;u e import;mt ;md valuahle, 
and being able to draw on each along tire way can be very helpful. Said 
another way, we can realize that reality is already shovwng itself, settie 
quietiy into this moment, and be clear and precise about it. 

Obviously there is a bit of a paradox here relating to effort and 
surrender. In many ways it is at the heart of the spiritual life. There is a 
lot of advice available on tiiis point, but in terms of insight meditation 
practice I would say this: If when meditating you can perceive tire arising 
and passing of phenomena clearly and consistenfly, that is enough 
effort, so allow this to show itself naturally and surrender to it. If not, or 
if you are lost in stories, then there are some teachings coming up in the 
otiier lists tirat may help. 

For day-to-day reality , tiie specifics of our experience are cert^iinly 
important, but for insight into the trutii of tilings in meditation tiiey 
largely aren't. Said another way, it is neither the object of meditation, the 
causes of the object of meditation, nor the significance of the object of 
meditation, but the truth of the sensations that make up that "object" 
which must be understood. Once you can tell what is mind and what is 
body, that's for the most p;ut enough. So don't make stories, but know 
tills: tilings come and go, tiiey don't satisfy, and tiiey ain't you. That is 
the truth. It is just that simple. If you can just not get to caught up in the 
content and know these simple, basic and obvious truths moment to 
moment, some other wordless and profound understanding may arise 
on its own. 

A useful teaching is conceptualizing re;ility as six sense doors: touch, 
taste, seeing, hearing, smelling, and thought It may seem odd to 
consider thought as a sense door, but this is actually much more 
reasonable than the assumption that thoughts are an "us" or "ours" or in 
complete control. Just treat thoughts as more sensations coming in 
which must be vuiderstood to be impermanent, unsatislactoiy ^md not 
self. In this strangely useful framework, there are not even ears, eyes. 
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skin, a nose, a tongue, or a mind. There are just sensations witli various 
qualities, some of which may imply these things for an instant. 

Bare experience is just dancing, flickering color, form, energy and 
space, basically, and die knowledge of these (which is not as 
fundamentally different from diem as you might suspect) . Tiy to stay 
close to diat level when you practice, die level of die simple, direct, 
obvious, literal. But whenever you are lost in interpretation much 
beyond this, that ain't insight meditation, as much as people would Hke 
it to be. Have I said this enough? Okay, then. 

I realize tiiat most people go into meditation looking for stability, 
happiness, and comfort in die face of their own existence. I have just 
said diat I have spent many ye;u s cultivating extreme experienti;d 
instability, careful awareness of die niinutia of my suffering and die clear 
perception that I don't even exist as a separate entity. Why this would 
be a good idea is a very complex topic that I will try to deal with later, 
but I can honestiy say that these practices are without doubt the sanest 
tiling I have ever done in my life. 

One more little carrot: it is rightly said that to deeply underst;md ^my 
two of die characteristics simultaneously is to understand die diird, and 
this understanding is sufficient to cause immediate first awakening. 
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The Five Spiritual Faculties are said to be like a cart with four 
wheels and a driver. If any of the four wheels is too small or wobbly or 
not in balance with the others, then the going on the spiritual road will 
be rough. If the driver is not paying attention then there will also be 
problems. The four wheels symbolize faith , wisdom , ener gy and 
conce ntratio n. The driver symbolizes mindful ness. 

This is really a useful littie teaching and quite a fine list. The trick is 
that faith and wisdom must both be made strong and kept in balance, as 
must energy and concentration. Mindfulness may always be increased, 
so for this one the sky is the limit, but don't be too obsessive about it 

This sounds really simple and perhaps ob^'ious, but tiiere is quite a 
lot here, and on tiie spiritual patii it is worth checldng up on ourselves 
regularly and asking if tire first four are all strong and in balance and if 
we might be just a bit more mindful. 

Faith and Wisdom 

Let's start witii faith and wisdom . Faitii in deficiency can lead to 
cynicism, giving up, half-hearted effort, and bitterness. Faitii in excess 
can lead to blind adherence to dogma, sectarian arrogance, being 
disappointed when you realize that your teachers are human, an 
inability to realistically examine and revise your approach to spirituality 
when necessary?, and many otiier problems. Wisdom in deficiency can 
lead to stupidit}', blindness, gullibility?, and foolish interpretations of tire 
teachings. Wisdom in excess can lead to harmful cleverness, vanity 
about one's insights, an overemphasis on knowledge and study over 
practice and direct experience, and desperate attempts to think yourself 
to enlightenment. (Note: Zen koan training is something else entirely.) 

You can see tiiat an excess of wisdom is similar to a lack of faitii, 
and an excess of faitii is similar to a lack of wisdom. When tiiis balance 
is right there is a lie;u tf'elt steadiness, a quality of balanced and genuine 
inquiry, an ability to persevere and yet a certain humility. Faith at its best 
produces deep gratitude for life in all its richness, for its lessons, 
difficulties and blessings, and for the chance to awaken. Wisdom at its 
best comes from deep investigation of life as it is and goes far beyond 



The Five Sphitiud Fuculties 

the reach of reason and rational drought, transcending tire paradoxes 
that these inevitably create. In the end, wisdom and faith converge. 

How do we apply this? Most of us will suffer from imbalances of 
wisdom or faith \vith some regularity'. So if tilings are going a bit off, just 
check in witii tire Five Spiritual Faculties and ask, "Coitid I perhaps 
work a bit on wisdom, ftiitii, or bringing tiiese into bahurceP" This is a 
powerful question and, if we are wiLing to be honest witir ourselves, it 
can correct a lot of errors on the spiritual path. Another good way to 
apply this is to look at the Hst of symptoms of imbalance above and see 
if perhaps some of these apply to us. This is an easy way to see what 
might need some attention. 

Energy and Concentration 

Energy and conce ntrado n work just the same way: they must 
botii be sti ong but must also be in balance. When energy is deficient 
there is sloth, torpor, dullness, and tiredness. When energy is in excess 
tiie mind ;md body may be restiess, jumpy, strained, and irritable. It 
may even be unable to focus at all because so much emphasis is being 
placed on effort itself. When concentration is deficient the mind won't 
stay with an object and tends to get lost in thought. When concentration 
is in excess one c^ui get lost in one's objects or be focused too narrowly 
and tiglitiy for reality' to "breatiie." Again, too much energy is related to 
a lack of concentration and vice versa. 

When tiris balance is right, tire posture is straight and steady but not 
rigid, and the mind is bright and focused steadily on objects and their 
back and forth interplay. When energy and concentration begin to 
come on line without mindfulness being strong yet, the mind may be 
prone to getting caught in obsessive thinking fueled by the strong energy 
and concentration, so watch for this and stay grounded in physical 
objects. 

So, simply pay attention to how your practice is going and adjust the 
levels of energy and concentration accordingly. Finding the balance 
takes time, and may recjuire regular readjustment as we leaiii to use the 
power of our minds. Sometimes it is helpful to be very geiitie witii our 
attention, as if we were ti yiiig to feel tiie wind on our sldn from tiie 
flapping of a nearby butterfly's wings. Sometimes it is helpful to use our 
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attention like a machine gun. Often we do just fine somewhere in 
between. 

A willingness to play around with various combinations of energy 
and concentration produces the necess;uy personal experience to figure 
out what helps and \vhat is too much or too little. Many of tiie problems 
tiiat meditators come to ask meditation teachers about when tirey are 
doing their practice relate directiy to just balancing energy and 
concentration, so engage with what that might mean and see if you can 
apply this Httie teaching to help you see clearly. 

Mindfulness 

Mindfiil nes s is in a category all by itself, as it can balance and 
perfect aU the others. This does not mean that one shouldn't be 
informed by the other two pairs, but that mindfulness is really, really 
important. Mindfulness means luiowing what is as it is light now. It is 
tiie (jujility of mind that luiows tilings as they are. If you are trying to do 
tills you are b^ilancing energ}' ^md concenti ation, and also balancing faith 
and wisdom. From energy the mind is alert and attentive, from 
concentration it is stable. Faith here may also mean acceptance, and 
wisdom here is clear comprehension. 

Notice that this has nothing do to with some sort of vague spacing 
out in which we wish that realit}' would go away and our thoughts would 
never arise ag^iin. I don't know where people get tiie idea tiiat vague 
aversion to experience and drought is related to insight practice, but it 
seems to be a common one. Mindfulness is about being very clear about 
our actual reality as it actually is. It is about being here now. The 
ultimate truth is found in the ordin^uy sensations that make up our 
world. If you are not mindful of them or reject tiiem because you are 
looldng for "depth" ;uid "tr;mscendence," tiien you will be unable to 
appreciate what tirey have to teach and be unable to do insight practices. 

So, if you know things just as they are this is enough. We just keep 
coming back to that one, don't we, but from lots of different angles. 
Each one of these angles might be useful to you at dilferent times, ;uid 
having a few littie lists to look at as we \valk our path can biing fresh 
perspectives And keep us from getting stuck. 

The Five Spiritual Faculties have also been presented in anotiier 
order that can be useful: faith, energy, mindfulness, concentration and 
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wisdom. In tliis order, tliey apply to each of tire Three Trainings. We 
have faith that training in morality is a good idea and that we can do it, 
so we exert energy to live up to a standard of clear and skillful living. 
We realize that we must pay attention to our thoughts, \vor(ls and deeds 
in order to do this, so we try to he mindful of them. We re^ilize diat we 
often f;ul to pay attention, so we tiy to increase our ahilit}' to concentrate 
on how we live our life. In this way, through experience, we become 
wiser in a relative sense, learning how to Hve a good and useful Ufe. 
Seeing our skiU improve and the benefits it has for our Ufe, we generate 
more faith, and so on. 

We also may have faidr that we might be able to attiiin to high states 
of consciousness, so we sit down on a cushion ;md energetic^illy tiy to 
stabilize our attention. We realize tliat if we are not paying attention, 
being mindful, then this is impossible, so we work on mindfulness of 
our object and of the qualities of the state we wish to attain. We develop 
stiong concentration on an object, stabilizing more consistendy. W e 
attain to high states and thus gain an understanding of how to navigate in 
that territoiy and die uses of doing so. Our success creates more faidi, 
and so we apply energy to further develop our concentration abilities. 

We begin to think it might be possible to awaken, we have faith, so 
we energetically explore the sensations that make up our world without 
exception. Widi an alert ;md energetic mind we explore this heart, mind 
and body just as it is now with mindfulness. Realit}' becomes more and 
more interesting, so our concenti ation grows, and this combination of 
die first four produces fundamental wisdom. Wisdom leads to more 
faith, and the cycle goes around again. 

The teaching of the Five Spiritual Faculties has also been explored 
at great lengths in many books, ;md there really is a lot to it. In its simple 
form you can easily apply it, and it can re;illy help sometimes. B;ilance 
and stiengthen. Stiengdien and b;il;uice. These ;ue die cycles we go 
through widi diese faculties, and diere is no limit to die level at which 
they can be mastered. 

One other thing is accurately said of the Five Spiritual Faculties as 
diey apply to insight training: when they are balanced and perfected, this 
is sufficient cause for awakening. 
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The Seven Factors of Enlightenment are mindfialne ss , 
inve stigat ion of the truth , energy , rapture , tranquility , 
conce ntratio n and equanimit y. So, we have three concepts from the 
Five Spiritual Faculties and four that seem new hut have actually already 
heen touched on to some degree. The order here is actually closely 
related to the stages of somediing called "The Progress of Insight," 
which is like a map of standard stages through which diligent insight 
meditators pass in cycles. This connection is a fairly advanced topic that 
win be explored later. 

The Seven Factors of Enlightenment might be regarded as a 
pyramid with mindfulness as die base and each factor supporting and 
helping create die odier. However, every factor is also important at 
every stage as well, so we will look into each of diese and see what diey 
can tell us. 

MlNDFUI^NESS 

Mindfiil nes s has ;ilready been covered above, but in terms of 
practice I will say that mindfulness can be really useful in sorting out 
what is mind and what is body, as mentioned on the section on 
impermanence in the Three Characteristics. You might want to read 
that one again, as it is really relevant to practically appl^'ing diese first 
two factors of enlightenment. Basic;illy, we need to know die basic 
sensations diat make up our world. This is die crucial foundation of 
insight practices. Not surprisingly, die first classic insight diat leads to die 
others is called "Knowledge of Mind and Body" and arises when we 
learn to clearly distinguish between the two as they occur. 

So with mindfulness \ve sort out what is pliysic;il, what is visujil, what 
is nieiit;il, what is pleas;uit, what is unpleasant, what is neutral, and fill of 
tiiat. We can know what is a mentJil sensation and what is a related 
physical feeling. We can know what specific sensations make up our 
emotions. We can know each thing and the mental impression of it that 
follows it. We can know the intentions that precede actions and 
thoughts. We can kno\v where sensations are in relation to each other. 
We can know exactiy when diey occur and how diey change during 
their very brief stay. We can and should sort these out as best we can. 
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Be patient and precise. Become fluent in tiie sensations tiiat make up 
your reality. 

While I have tried to avoid advocating one specific insight tradition 
or techniciue over any other, there is an exercise that you might find 
helpful when tnfng to do this. It is commonly called "Noting," ;md it 
has its origins in the P;di C;mon in Suttii #111, One by One as They 
Occurred, of The Middle Lengtir Discourses of tire Buddha (very 
worthwhile reading. It is used primarily in the Mahasi Sayadaw insight 
tradition from Burma, though related exercises are found in various Zen 
traditions, notably Soto Zen and Korean Chan, and probably in Tibetan 
Hinayana traditions as well. 

Noting is tire practice tiiat got me tiie most breaks and insights in my 
early practice, particularly when coupled witir retreats, and my 
enthusiasm for it is understandably extreme. I stiU consider it the 
foundation of my practice, the technique that I faU back on when things 
get difficult or when I re;illy want to push deep into new insight territory. 
Thus, of ;ill die technicjues and emphases I mention in tiiis book, take 
tills one the most seriously and give it the most attention. Its simplicity 
belies its astonishing power. 

The practice is this: make a quiet, mental one-word note of whatever 
you experience in each moment. Try to stay with the sensations of 
breatiiing, noting these ([uickly as "rising" (as m;my times as the 
sensations of tiie breatii rising are experienced) and then "falling" in the 
same way. This could iilso be considered fundamental insight practice 
instructions. When tiie mind wanders, notes might include "tiiinking," 
"feeling," "pressure," "tension," "wandering," "anticipating," "seeing," 
"hearing," "cold," "hot," "pain," "pleasure," etc. Note these sensations 
one by one as they occur and tiien return to tiie sensations of breathing. 

Here are some valuable tips for successful noting. Don't get too 
neurotic about wlietiier or not you have exactiy tiie correct word for 
what arises. The noting should be as consistent and continuous as 
possible, perhaps one to five times per second. Speed and an ability to 
keep noting no matter what arises are very important. Anything that 
derails your noting practice deseives aggressive and fearless noting the 
next time it arises. Note lioiiestiy jmd precisely. So long as you note 
whatever arises, you know that you were mindf ul of it. Noticing each 
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sensation and tiiose tiiat follow, you will see tiieir true nature. Seeing 
their true nature, you will gain profound insights. 

What the sensations are doesn't matter one bit from the point of 
view of noting practice. What is important is tiiat you know wimt they 
are. The difference between these t^vo perspectives sln)iild be clearly 
understood. This practice is directiy related to Koan practices such as 
"what is it?" and is loosely related to breathing exercises where you 
count breaths from 1 to 10. 

One of my very best insight meditation teachers, a monk from 
Singapore, would hold interviews every two days while I was on my third 
retreat. It was a beautiful center in Pen^mg, Malaysia that was very 
conducive to practice. I would come in and describe all sorts of 
experiences tiiat I was all excited about, and he would simply listen 
calmly to me go on and on and then finally ask, "Did you note it?" 

That was almost all he ever said. It was amazing how easy it was to 
forget that simple instruction, and ecjually amazing how extremely useful 
it was when I remembered to follow it. He didn't seem to care about 
anytiiing other than tiiat I get to know my re^ilit^' as it was witii great 
precision and consistency. I knew very littie tiieory tiien, but during 
those two weeks I practiced noting quickly all day long and made the 
fastest progress I have ever made in my life, getting all the way to the 
very brink of first aw;ilceniiig in a mere 14-day retreat. Since that time, I 
have been a big f;m of this p;u ticularly direct and down-to-eartii method. 

There are many technicjues for walking up to tiie tiutii of our 
experience, of which noting is just one. I have found it to be extremely 
powerful and fast, but each person must find what works for them. The 
trick is to get to know one's reality as it is, and what techniques one uses 
to do this do not matter much so long as they work ;uid bring results. 
What is meant by "results" wiU be clearly spelled out in The Progress of 
Insight in Part III. 

Investigation of the Truth 
Once we start to know what our objects ;u e, what our actual reality 
is, tiien we can get down to the good stuff: kno\viiig the trutii of tiiese 
tilings, chilled appropriately investi gatio n of the truth , also called 
investigation of tiie dliarnia. Dharniajust means truth. So, once 
mindfulness has made things a bit clearer we can know that things come 
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and go, don 't satisfy and ain 't us. Hey, tlie Three Characteristics again! 
They are the truth, the sooner we understand this the better, and 
nothing helps us understand them like seeing them again and again. 

Forgive this brief digression, but I ;un no f;m of the popular term 
"mindfuhiess meditation," as mindfuhiess is essential for bodi 
concentration practices (which lead to tempor;uy bliss states) ^md insight 
practices (which lead to fundamental freedom). The crucial difference 
between these meditation practices is that insight practices also stress 
investigation of the Three Characteristics, whereas concentration 
practices emphasize stabilizing in die illusion of solidity' and continuity 
while ignoring die fact diat the sensations that m;il<.e up this are all 
imperm;uient, etc. Thus, I hope diat one day the modern meditation 
world drops tiiis confusing term in favor of more precise language. 

In addition to the categories of sensations mentioned above in 
Mindfulness, one could also consider consistent investigation of all 
sensations that seem to have to do with the direction and movement of 
attention, as well as investigating all sensations that have to do with 
questioning, wanting, die application of energy ;uid even die individual 
sensations diat make up die process of investigation itself. These are 
very interesting objects, as are "the hindrances." 

Traditionally, books on meditation spend a lot of time discussing 
the possible hindrances to meditation. I will not The hindrances are an 
important topic, but they can easily begin to seem more ominous than 
diey really ;u e. Hiiidr;mces are just ;mydiing of which we were not 
mindful and of which we did not investigate die trutii. Now diat we 
know to be mindful and investigate the Three Characteristics of all 
moment-to-moment experiences, there will only be hindrances when we 
forget to do tiiis. 

If we do not forget to do this, there \vill be no hindriuices. No 
phenomena are inherently a hindrance unless we do not underst^uid 
them. If we did not understand at least one of die Three Characteristics 
of each of the sensations that make up a phenomenon, no matter what 
it was, it was a hindrance. Remember that the content of reality is not 
our concern in insight meditation, but the ultimate truth of the 
sensations diat make up experiential realit}' is. So whatever seems to be 
in the way of your practice, remember diat the experience of that 
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moment is the practice and contains all tlie trutli you could ever need! 
All phenomena are of the nature of ultimate truth. When we know 
deeply that these are all of the nature of ultimate truth, phenomena 
cease to be a f undamental problem. 

The Buddha was a master of teaching tiirough antilogies that were 
easily accessible to tiiose listening to him. I Am certtiinly not in his 
league in this regard, and tiiis will be clearly demonstrated by the 
analogy I am about to use for investigation. However, it has its points, 
and so after much consideration, I have included it here. 

The Buddha gave his antilogies n;mies, and I ha\'e named this one 
"The Analog^' of Shootin' Aliens." Bear witii me here! Just about all of 
us in this day and age have at least seen if not played video gtmies 
involving shooting aliens. As the game goes on, tire aliens come in faster 
and faster, some taking multiple hits to kill them. Some of these games 
penalize us for wasting ammunition, causing us to really focus on exactiy 
where and \vhen these aliens ;u e arising, so that we may shoot them 
exactiy when tiiey aiise as efficiently as possible before tirey shoot us. 

A few of you may ;ilready be tiiinldng, "Get tiiat bloody and violent 
analogy out of tiiis book of holy wisdom!" The Buddha used many 
similar analogies, one of which comes to mind is has to do with a horse 
trainer (teacher) who kills horses that simply will not be broken (stops 
teaching unreachable students). Thus, you pansy critics can aU drop 
dead. 

Anyway, in tiiis tmalog\' tiie tiliens are till of tiie little sensations that 
make up our experience. Shooting them is paying attention to tiieni and 
seeing their true nature, perhaps with the aid of noting practice (like a 
gun with laser sight on it). The aliens shooting us is what happens when 
we do not see their true nature, as tliey become a hindrance, binding us 
on the wheel of suffering for tlie duration of our inability to shoot them. 
Some may even ttike us out of tiie game (cause us stof) practicing 
entirely). The aliens that take multiple hits to kill are our big issues, 
those things that are difficult for us to break into their composite 
sensations. Being penalized for shooting wastefuUy is what can happen if 
we note sensations tiiat we didn't actually experience because we fell 
into repetitive, imprecise, mantra-like noting habits. 
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Further, tire speed, precision aiid playful attitude required for video 
games is exactly like the feel of well-done insight practices. If you watch 
some kid playing a fast alien-shooting game, you will notice that they are 
really going for it. They are shooting veiy fast and definitely not thinldng 
ahout anything hut doing that. This is exactiy the sort of dedication and 
passion tliat helps witii insight practices. 

When our mindfulness and investigation are on hair trigger, being 
aware of every Httie sensation that arises and passes, we are bound to 
win sooner or later. The motto, "Note first, ask questions later," is just 
so helpful if we ;u e to keep practicing precisely without getting lost in 
die stories. Again, off tiie cushion the stories can have some value if not 
taken too seriously. On tiie cushion, take no prisoners: "Note 'em all, 
and let God sort 'em out!" This is seemingly extreme but actually very 
powerful and profound advice. Do not dismiss easily The Analogy of 
Shootin' Aliens. 

Where the Analogy of Shootin' Aliens breaks down is that aU tiiese 
aliens want is attention and acceptance. They come to us so that we will 
greet them cle;uiy and openly, but if we fail to do tiiis tiiey c;m get veiy 
troublesome. Their littie alien hearts are being broken when we don't 
get to know them as they are, so who can blame them when they get 
mischievous and try to trick us into paying more attention to them by 
causing trouble. Sure, it's a bit childish of them, but we don't always get 
to meet mature and well-acljusted aliens. 

Thus, ratiier tiian killing our Alliens by shooting tiiem, we give tiiem 
what tiiey want by noticing or noting them. We don't invite tire pretty 
ones to stay with us forever, nor do we ignore the boring aliens. We 
don't kick the ugly ones from our door either. like a politician on the 
campjiign ti ^iil, we extend a hand to aU, say, "Hello!" and then quickly 
do tills for lots of others. When we meet them, greet them, get to know, 
accept and even love tiiem, tiiey go away happy. I re;ilize tiiat I've just 
gone from being excessively violent to being excessively sentimental, but 
somewhere in there is what insight practices are aU about. 

I have already mentioned numerous possible exercises, perspectives 
and emphases tiiat may be used when exploring our reality for the 
purpose of aw;il<.ening, and I will continue to mention more as we go 
along. However, I reconmiend that the foundation of your practice be 
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investigation of tiie Three Characteristics of tire sensations tirat make up 
your reality. If you find it too complicated to try to investigate aU Three 
Characteristics at once, then I recommend quick and precise 
investigation of imperm;mence. If this seems too difficuit, I iiave found 
die simpie practice of noting veiy (juicldy to he more tlian sufficientiy 
powerfui for g;iining cie;u- ;md direct insigiits into tlie tiue nature of 
thing. Siiouid you fmd that the numerous instructions and avenues of 
inquiry I present to be too confusing, remember this paragraph and 
stick to these simple but profound practices. "When in doubt, note it 
out!" 

Energy 

So, we dihgendy investigate the ultimate truth of our experience, and 
this can actually be really invigorating once we get into it. Just as playing 
video games can be very exciting, we have lots of sensations coming in 
Jill the time tiiat are just screaming to be understood. When we rise to 
this challenge, tilings can re;dly begin to jump. Once we have sorted out 
what is mind and what is body and begun to see a bit of tlie Three 
Characteristics, this in itself can produce lots of ener gy, the third of the 
seven factors. This can be just a bit scary at first until we get used to how 
(juick and pc^verful our minds can be. As mentioned in the Five 
Spiritu;il Faculties, energy? is a ver^? good tiling, as it obviously energizes 
our practice. We can almost ;ilways call up just a bit more energ}' when 
we need it, and tiiis is a good tiling to realize. However, being mindful 
and investigating diligentiy can also lead to increased energy, so now you 
have more than one way to go about this! Thank you. Seven Factors of 
Enlightenment! 

Rapture 

When energy comes on line with mindfulness and investigation, this 
can produce something called rapture . Rapture has two general 
meanings, the first of which relates to deep joy, pleasure, and 
enthusiasm. These ;ire valuable spiritu;d ([ludities, and Ye of Dark 
Puritjmical Inkiings take heed of tiiis! It is much easier going on tiie 
spiritual patii if we are generally entiiusiastic about what we are doing. 

This should be no surprise, but somehow it is often overlooked. I'm 
definitely not advocating hedonistic Epicureanism here, but to walk the 
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spiritual patli witli a sense of joy, a sense of wonder, a bit of a smile and 
especially a sense of humor is really good for you and everyone who has 
to be near you. Sure, there will be hard times and difficulties that can 
have good lessons to teach us, but be open to what joy and happiness 
life can bring. 

Spiritu;il practice can also produce fill kinds of odd experiences, 
some of which can be very intense, bizarre and far out. This is tire otlier 
connotation of the word rapture, as these are commonly referred to as 
"raptures." Some of these might be reaUy pleasant, some may just be 
weird, and some might completely suck. All the strange physical 
sensations, piiins, pleasures, mcn ements, visions, lights, perception 
distortions, etc., which may or may not show up as a result of spiritual 
practice are all just raptures. Repeat, just raptures. Don't get hung up on 
them or make stories out of them, as compelling as they can be, and 
don't think that they are required either: they aren't. The sensations that 
make them up come, go, iiin't you, and don't satisfy. Most ;ue just 
byproducts of meditation ;md sti ong concentration. M^my produce no 
wisdom. Some, of course, can provide deep insights into the tiudi of 
things, but don't get stuck on tliese. Many of tliese lessons show up once 
and never again. 

Some people can get so serious and fixated on suffering that they 
fight the pleasant raptures and even cling to die difficult ones. Don't do 
this! The joy ;uid pleasure that may arise in meditation has \voiiderfiil 
hejiling aspects to it, ^md it can lead to deep traii(iuilit\', coiiceiitiatioii 
and equanimity, which aie all really good diings. Don't cling to pleasant 
states either, as you will just get stuck and be frustrated when they end, 
which they always do. In general, if you try to fight or cHng to raptures 
you will get stuck, and if you cim accept them as they are this \vill be of 
benefit. See eciuanimit}' at die end of this list, as well as the experdy 
written Chapter 9 of A Padi widi He:u t by Jack Koriifield. 

This is a good place for me to mention die concept of vedena, 
which is a Pali word that relates to the degree of pleasantness, 
unpleasantness or neutrality of a sensation. If one pays too much 
exclusi\'e attention to sensations that are either pleasant, uiipleas;uit, or 
neutral, while ignoring the other sensations going on at that time, then 
one is likely to be missing many opportunities for insight. Preoccupation 
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witli pleasant sensations can cause one to become a vapid bliss-junkie. 
Preoccupation with unpleasant sensations can cause one to become 
dark and depressed. Preoccupation with neutral sensations can cause 
one to become dull ;md emotionally flat. (Th;mks to the esteemed 
Christopher Titmuss for tiie inspiration for this paragraph) . Our 
experience tends to be a complex mixture of many flavors of sensations. 
They are all quite wortiiy of investigation. 

The take-home message here is that rapture and raptures are to be 
understood as they are and related to wisely, accepting all sensations that 
make them up, be they pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral. Le;u n when to 
put the breaks on practice if tiie difficult raptures are teaching you their 
important lessons a bit too fast for you to keep it togetiier, ;md learn 
how to open to tire wonderful joy and bliss which spiritual practice may 
sometimes produce. 

Traxqi firm' 

Joy, bliss and raptiu e can produce tranqu ility . W e can associate 
being peaceful witii tianciuility. Focusing on tranquility and a more 
spacious and silent perspective in the face of difficult raptures can help 
you ride them out, and just sitting silentiy and observing reality do its 
tiling can be veiy powerful practice. There are actu;illy whole schools of 
spiritual practice dedicated to this. Thus, trimciiiilitA' is a really good 
tiling in meditation. We may tiiink of great spiritu;il masters being 
internally tranquil, and while it may or may not be true, tiiere are 
reasons why we associate tranquility with spirituality. A mind that is not 
tranquil will have a harder time concentrating and being balanced. It is 
just as simple as that. Being kind and moral can help with tranquility, as 
this lessens the harsh thought patterns in our minds. 

This does not mean tiiat noii-tr;ui(iuil moments m e not "spirituiil" 
or tiiat we must adopt some sort of restrained and artificial flatness. 
Remember, all types of sensations, mind states and actions are valid 
phenomena for investigation and real expressions of what is going on. 
Real ti iuKjuilit}' conies from a deep understanding of ;ill of this, but Al 
too often tills ideal becomes some sort of dehumanizing exercise in 
passivity. Real ti jmciuilit}' often conies naturally, though it may be 
skillfully cultivated as well. Cultivating equanimity' of tiie kind 
mentioned later is helpful for cultivating tranquility, as is deepening in 
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pure concentration practices, tire second spiritual training. Tranquility, 
concentration and equanimity are intimately related. 

Concentration 

Concentrati on we have seen twice before, imd we will see it again 
in much more detail in Part III. One ol tire challenges ol deep 
tranquility is keeping the mind concentrated. This may seem like a 
direct contradiction to what I have just said, but there may be stages of 
practice where there can be so much tranquility' tiiat the mind can get 
(juite dull and hard to focus. So, just as tranquility' is good for 
concentiation and accei)t;mce, too much is similai^ to not having enough 
energy. Remember, balance and strengtiien, strengtiien and balance. 

As these are the Seven Factors of Enlightenment, tiiey apply directiy 
to insight practices, training in wisdom. Thus, the concentration being 
referred to here is a very different kind of concentiation than that used 
for attaining high concentration states. It is called "momentary 
concentration." In tiie context of insight, concentration re;illy means that 
we are able to very consistentiy investigate each sensation tiiat arises, one 
after the other. In this way, we have stability of our ability to investigate, 
in that it can happen again and again without interruption, but we are 
not trying to attain stable states or anything else, as we are doing insight 
practices. 

Equanimity 

As mentioned before, concentration can produce great stability of 
mind, and this can lead to equa nimity . Ecjuanimity is tiiat quality of 
mind tiiat is okay witii things, or balanced in the face of anytiiing, even a 
lack of equanimity. This may sound a bit sti ange, but it is well worth 
considering. Equanimity also relates to a lack of struggle even when 
struggling, to effortlessness even in effort, to peacefulness even when 
there is not tranquility. When equanimity is really well developed, one 
is not frightened of being ;ifr;ud, worried by being concerned, irritated 
by being irritated, pissed off at being angry, etc. The fundamental nature 
of the mind is inii)erturbable juid absolutely eciuanimous; phenomena 
do not disturb space or even fundamentally disturb tiiemselves from a 
certain point of view. 
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There are actually whole spiritual traditions tliat involve just tuning 
into this basic truth. There can be great value in learning to see the 
space around things, rather than just being caught up in the things 
themselves. A usehil phrase Irom one of these traditions is "cultivating 
space-like meditative equipoise." The more we habituate this way of 
being, the more we connect widi die tiudi of our minds. 

There are also some really excellent teachings, especially from Zen 
and Daoism (also spelled Taoism), that relate to this, such as the 
teachings about no defilements, no enlightenment (or practice is 
enlightenment), nodiing to perfect, no where to go, etc., and checking in 
with some of these teachings can be ven' helpful. This is the important 
counterb;ilance to spiritu;il stiiving ;md gung-ho practice tiiat can get 
very future -oriented if done incorrectiy. In tire end, even if you have all 
kinds of insights, if you don't have equanimity, you will be beating your 
head against a wall, and it actually might feel like that or worse. 

Once agiiin we ;u e back to Imowing this moment just as it is. This 
"just as it is" quiilit}' is related to mindfulness ;md Jilso to equanimity. In 
die end, we have to just accept die truth of our lives, of our minds, of 
our neuroses, of our defilements, of inipernianence, of suffering, and of 
egolessness. We have to accept this, and this is what they are talking 
about when they say "just open to it," "just be with it," "just let it be," 
"just let it go," and Al of tiiat. 

From a pure insight practice point of view, you can't ever 
fund;mieiit;illy "let go" of anytliing, so I sometimes wish die popularity 
of diis misleading and indiff erence -producing admonition would 
decline, or at least be properly explained. However, if you simply 
investigate the truth of the Three Characteristics of the sensations that 
seemed to be a solid thing, you will come to die wondrous re;ilizatioii 
tiiat refility is continually "letting go" of itselfi Thus, "let it go" at its best 
actujilly means, "don't give a bunch of ti^msient sensations ;m excessive 
sense of solidity." It does not mean, "stop feeling or caring," nor does it 
mean, "pretend that the noise in your mind is not there." 

If people start with "just open to it" and yet don't develop strong 
mindfulness, look into the Three Characteristics and gain deep insights, 
tiien their practice may be less like meditation and a lot more like 
psychotherapy, day dreaming, or even self-absorbed, spiritually- 
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rationalized, neurotic indulgence in mind noise. It was noticing tire high 
prevalence of this activity and the pervasive and absurd notion that there 
was no point in trying to get enlightened that largely demolished my 
vision of being a happy meditation teacher in some mainstream 
meditation center somewhere. 

Psychodierapy, on die odier h;md, c;m be a fine undertaldng, but it 
is a completely different endeavor from meditation and falls squarely in 
the domain of the first training. I do not, however, advocate waUowrng 
in self-absorbed mind noise, and anyone who has been to a small group 
meeting on a meditation retreat luiows what I am talldng about. This is 
what happens when people don't ground the mind in the object of 
meditation. 

On tire otlier hand, even if you gain all kinds of strong 
concentration, look deeply into impermanence, suffering and no-self, 
but can't just open to these things, can't just let them be, can't accept the 
sometimes absurd and f rightening truths of your experience, then you 
will likely be stuck in heU until you can, particularly in the higher stages 
of insight practices. 

Reflect on tiiese previous tiiree paragraphs now and often, as many, 
many errors on the spiritual path come from not understanding the 
points made therein. Too often there is an imbalance between the first 
three (mindfulness, investigation, ;md energ} ), ;md the last tiiree 
(traii(iuilit\', concentration and equanimity?). The vast majority' of 
aspiring insight meditators are, to be honest, way, way, way too slack 
about tiie first tiiree. Just so, some gung-ho meditators get into tiouble 
when they don't cultivate enough acceptance, balance and peace, related 
to the second three. When people focus only on the middle factor, 
rapture, they become vapid bHss-junkies. In short, aU seven factors are 
very important. 

The order here is import^mt. Start witii good technicjue, 
mindfulness, investigation, etc., and work on tiie otiiers along the way. 
In summary, you must have both insights and acceptance, and each 
perspective can and should help the other along the way. They are 
actufilly one and the same. 

One last thing about equanimity: its near enemy, its deadening 
iniposter, is indifference. Real equanimity is accepting of the full range 



49 



The Seven Factors of Enlightenment 

of die heart and experience, whereas indifference is dry, flat and 
fieardess. Tliis point is frequendy misunderstood. However, being 
accepting of tfie full range of tfie heart doesn't mean always acting on 
whatever impulse comes up. Act only on the impulses of the heart that 
seem skillful jmd Idnd. 

To balance and perf ect die Seven Factors of Enlightenment, you 
guessed it, is sufficient cause for awakening. Thus, checking in from 
time to time with tfiis Httie list and seeing how you are doing and what 
might need some improvement is a good idea, and just having tfiis list in 
the back of your mind somewhere can be helpful. 

It is important to note that only one f actor, investigation of the 
Three Chaiacteristics, sep;u ates ti;iining in concentiation from triiining 
in fundamental insight. When purposefully training in concentration, we 
decide to be mindful of a limited and specific concentration object, such 
as the breath or even a rarified state of consciousness. We do not, 
however, investigate die individual sensations tiiat make up that state, as 
it would break apart under that investigation and produce insights. If we 
are not looldng for ultimate insights at tiiat point in time, tiien we should 
avoid investigating that state. However, we do apply energy to stabilize 
our concentration, and this produces rapture, a characteristic of the 
early concentration states. We also cultivate concentration very strongly, 
obviously, and Jilso tranciuility and equanimity , which help us stabilize 
early states and attiiin to higher ones. Thus, six of the Seven Factors of 
Enlightenment ;ue cultivated by tiaining in concentration, and it is often 
recommended as a preliminary training before training in insight for tiiis 
and other reasons. 

Training in morality also cultivates some of the Seven Factors of 
Enlightenment, though in a less form;illy meditative way. In order to 
work well in tiie ordinary world, it is very helpful to be mindful of what 
we ;ue doing, saying ;md tiiinldng ;md ;ilso what effects tiiese produce in 
the world so tiiat we can consciously work to craf t tiie life we want to 
lead as best we can. It is helpful to exert energy as we craft our life for 
obvious reasons. We can also cultivate tranquility, the ability to not take 
life too seriously, to relax, finding that balance of focus and ease that 
ni;ilces for a good life. We can learn to concentrate on staying on track 
with our tasks, goals and aspirations, though in this case concentration is 
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more like a form of discipline tlian tlie concentration of formal 
meditation, though discipline of action, speech and mind is vital for the 
other two trainings. Finally, we can learn that we cannot get rid of all of 
die bumps on our road, so having the shock absorbers of eciuimimity, 
die abilit}' to stay spacious and accepting of what happens, is also very 
helpful for crafting a good and healthy life. 
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The Three Trainings provide a great framework for drinking about 
spiritual work, a framework that can help us maintain a clear and 
empowering way of thinking about what we are doing. In this chapter, I 
will discuss mimy important aspects of die spiritu;il padi and use the 
Three Trainings, actually the scope of each of the Three Tr^iinings, to 
provide an easy and powerful way of dealing widi these complex topics. 

Just to review, die scope of the first training, which I call morality, is 
the ordinary world, the conventional world, the world that we are aU 
familiar vnth before we even consider more specialized topics such as 
meditation. The goal is to act, spe^ik and think in ways tiiat me 
conducive to the welfare of yourself juid odiers. The scope of die 
second ti aining, coiiceiitiation or depdis of meditation, is to focus on 
very specific and limited objects of meditation and tiius attain to specific 
altered states of consciousness. The scope of the third fraining, that of 
insight or wisdom, is to shift to perceiving reality at the level of 
individu;il sensations, perceive die Three Characteristics of tiieni, and 
tiius attain to profound insights into the nature of reality and thus realize 
stages of enlightenment. 

First, I will consider happiness in die context of scopes of die Three 
Trainings. As fraining in morality is such a vast subject, die ways we can 
find happiness is also a vast subject, and becomes interesting primarily 
in comparison to the other two training's scopes, those of concentration 
and \visdoni. The common denominator of die concentration 
attainments is diat we le^u ii to get ourselves into states of consciousness 
that are some mixture of blissful and peaceful, as well as increasingly 
spacious and removed from our ordinaiy experience. These can be a 
source of happiness that is far more intense and reliable than the 
happiness found in the ordinary world. Being able to access as much 
happiness and peace as we wish when we wish reduces our anger at the 
world from not providing us with tiiese, milking us less needy and 
greedy. There is also die happiness tiiat conies from seeing the true 
nature of the sensations that make up our world and thus attaining to 
stages of realization or enlightenment. 

There are tiiree areas of renunciation that correspond to the scopes 
of the Three Trainings. We can renounce aspects of the ordinary world 
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by simply abandoning tliese tilings. We can quit our job, leave our 
relationship, stop smoking crack, and shave our heads. We can try to be 
less angry or fearful. We can work on our communication skills, trying 
to avoid lying ;md slander. Some of these may be easier than others, and 
some of these may be helpful and some not, but die important point 
here is diat diese sorts of forms of renunciation are, for better or for 
worse, renunciation of aspects of die ordinary world widiin die context 
of the first training's scope. Or, we can renounce renouncing these 
things and do them. Renunciation is a very arbitrary concept when 
applied to the first training. 

There is Jilso the renunciation that conies from being willing and 
able to attfun die temporjiiy concentration attiuiinients. W e ;ue willing 
to spend some time removed from die ordinary experience of die world 
and enter into states where the ordinary world becomes more and more 
removed from us. It is usually not that hard to convince people that 
tiiere may be occasions when having die ability' to renounce the ordinary 
world in this way for some period of time could be advantageous. We 
c;m ;ill imagine t^ildng a htde bliss break and finding it heipfuf in some 
appropriate context. 

There is also the type of renunciation associated vnth insight 
practices, in which one is willing to break from the gross conceptual way 
of working that is helpful for the scope of the ordinary world, break 
from die more restricted and refined conceptual way of \vorking diat is 
necessary' to attain stable altered states of consciousness, and move to 
perceiving sensations individually and directiy, seeing die true nature of 
them. This is a much more subtie and sophisticated form of 
renunciation than the other two, and it is not always easy to convince 
people that ha\'ing this option open to them is a good idea. 

While "enlightenment" general^ sounds ven' appealing, it suddenly 
sounds sti ;uige in the context of seeing all sensations as being utterly 
transient, a source of pain if we make artificial dualities out of them, and 
not self. People often mix up the three kinds of renunciation, the most 
common error being that they imagine that they must "give up" aspects 
of the first two trainings (a happy life ;uid fun concentration states) in 
order to renounce them in the insight way, in which they see the true 
nature of the sensations that make up these things. They imagine that 
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they must give up their job or relationship in order to see its true nature, 
or imagine that they must not enter into high states to see their true 
nature. This basic conceptual error causes many of the problems that 
people find on the spiritual path. That brings me to the three forms of 
suffering. 

First, tliere is the form of suffering tliat the Buddha is most famous 
for talking about, ordinary suffering, tiie standard list including such 
things as birth, sickness, old age, death, lamentation, pain, grief and 
despair. These are ordinary forms of suffering that we can try to mitigate 
as best we can by ordin;uy metiiods, i.e. by \vorldng witiiin die scope of 
the first ti aining, i.e. the conventioujil world. I am a big fan of tiying to 
find worldly happiness so long as we do not neglect die import;mce of 
the odier two trainings. There is also the form of suffering relating to tire 
scope of the second training that comes from being limited to our 
ordinary state of consciousness, with our only way out coming from 
sleep or the use of chemical substances. We yearn for bliss tiiat is not so 
bound up in tilings like whether or not we get a good job, for 
experiences like tiiose found in tiie conceiiti ation states. Our minds 
have this potential, and the failure to be able to access tiiese states at 
times when doing so would be helpful and healthy is a source of 
bondage. I am a big fan of being able to attain these wonderful states so 
long as we do not neglect die other Uvo trainings. 

There is also tiie kind of suffering that conies from making artificial 
duiilities out of non-du;il sensations, ;md all of tiie uniiecess;uy reactivity, 
niisperceptions, distortions of perspective and proportion, and basic 
bUndfulness that accompanies that process. This kind of suffering, 
relating to the scope of training in wisdom, is not touched by the first 
two triiinings, ^md tiius forms a background level of suffering in our life 
and also increases tiie potential for further sulferiiig in tiie otiier hvo 
scopes. This form of sulfering is gradually relieved by tiie stages of 
enlightenment, as fewer and fewer aspects of reality have tiie capacity to 
trick the mind in this way. I am a big fan of awakening and thus 
eliminating this pervasive form of suffering, just as long as we do not 
also neglect tiie otiier two trainings. 

The suffering of tiie ordinary world can be extremely unpredictable, 
and working to relieve it is a very complex business, the work of a 
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lifetime and perhaps an eternity. The suffering related to being unable 
to access refined altered states of consciousness is mitigated by simply 
taking the time to learn the skiRs necessary and then refining them until 
tiiey are accessible to us when we wish. There are limits to these states, 
and so die basic states attainable by training in concentration can be very 
tiioroughly mastered within a lif etime and even witiiin a few years or 
perhaps montiis for tiiose witii talent and diligence. The stages of 
enlightenment are permanent, and once they are attained, that aspect of 
our suffering is forever eliminated and never arises again. This can be 
accomplished by tiiose who take the time to learn the skills necessary to 
see individu;il sensations clearly and are willing to work on that level. 

These basic facts c;m be used to help us pl;m our ([uest for 
happiness and the elimination of tire various forms of suffering in our 
Ufe. We can direct our studies, our training, and work on specific skiRs 
that lead to specific effects and abilities in the order we choose, within 
the limits of our life circumstances and the resources a\'ailable to us. For 
instance, it might make sense to learn concentration skills early in our 
life, as tiiey cultivate so many of tiie skills necessaiy for tiie otiier two 
trainings and can provide increased sense of ease and wellbeing. For 
example, rather than popping a cold beer at the end of a hard day, we 
could bathe our body and mind in as much bHss and peace as we can 
stand for as long as we wish. If we master concentration practices, we 
have the option to make such choices. 

It might ;dso make sense to work on insight practices e;uiy ratiier 
than later so as to reduce the amount of time during our life tiiat we live 
with the fundamental suffering caused by the illusion of duality. There is 
only so much we can do to prevent ordinary suffering for ourselves and 
others, though it is always good to do what we can. Thus, it is ;ilso good 
to realize that we can also reduce and eliminate tiie other forms of 
suf f ering tiirough le;miing tiie Uvo basic st^des of meditation more easily 
than we can eliminate much of our conventional suf f ering. 

There are three ways in which words such as "enlightenment" are 
used, and these may also relate to the scopes of the Three Trainings. 
Howe\'er, I feel that this is a dangerous habit, ;md I stiongly advocate 
using enlightenment and simiku^ words to refer only to ultimate insights, 
meaning tiie stages of awakening in the high and traditional sense. 
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While we may hear people speak of committing "enlightened" actions, 
or of thinking in "enlightened" ways, I have come to the conclusion that 
for spiritual training we either need to be very careful to explain that 
these are \ ery conventional and relative definitions of enlightenment or 
not use such language at all. 

Some traditions give some of tiie very high concenti ation states 
ultimate status. I also advocate strongly against this, as did tiie Buddha. 
These states are so compelling and seductive for some people that they 
imagine they are enlightened in the non-dual sense when they are 
merely having temporan' unitive or unknowing experiences 
(experiences where realit}- did sometliing that was sufficiently lacldng in 
specific (jualities or intensity' to be cle^uiy luiown). Thus, I strongly 
suggest tiiat such attainments never be associated wiffi tire language of 
enlightenment in any way. 

Thus, I define enlightenment as permanentiy eliminating the basic 
perceptions that either duality' or luiity is the answer, and thus attaining 
to permanent non-dual re;ilizations that are unshakable. It has notiring 
whatsoever to do witii how things manifest and eveiytiiing to do witii 
some basic understanding of tiiose tilings. I devote an entire chapter to 
explaining this more fuUy, but it is important for the discussion in 
between here and there to have been introduced to the strict and formal 
definition of enlightenment that I will be using. 

These frameworks can also be useful for looldng at other common 
issues such as tiioughts of past ^md future tiiat people run into when 
they get into meditation. Confusion arises when tiiese pieces of advice 
are applied outside of the scope for which they were meant. 

When working on our ordinary Hves, i.e. within the scope of the first 
ti aining, the content of our thoughts on past and future is very helpful, 
in fact absolutely necessaiy. With experience we generate a body of 
memory of what leads to what in this world. And witii our predictive 
ability we can use tliis to tr}' to craf t a well-lived life, however we define 
that. However, when working on training in concentration, such 
thoughts are generally ignored or suppressed by deep concentration on 
another object. ^Yllen doing insight practices, it doesn't matter so much 
if tiioughts of past or future arise, so long as we ignore their content, 
notice that they occur now, and notice the true nature of the individual 



56 



Tlie Three Tniinings Revisited 

sensations tiiat make up tiiose tiioughts. It is common to hear of people 
trying to apply one piece of advice to a scope for which it was never 
intended, like trying to stop thinking when trying to deal with their daily 
life. This sort of practice would simply promote stupidit}', and there is 
already more than enough of that, hi short, when e\ aluating or applying 
a piece of spiritu;il advice, m;ilce sure you understand tire specific 
context for which it was designed. 

I thought it would be fun to envision the Three Trainings as 
characters and have them critique each other and then talk with each 
other about ways that tiiey could reinf orc e each other. I will do this in 
the form of a short play in one act. While I will exaggerate and 
dichotomize tiieir issues witii each other for comic effect, I do tiiink that 
each of tire points made has some validity. Hopefully, you will see 
through the humor to the important points being illustrated. 

Curtain opens. Morality, Concentration and Insight are sitting in a 
bai- ha\'ing a discussion. A large stack of empty shot glasses sits in front 
of each character. 

Morfilit}': You navel g^izing, self-absorbed, good-for-notiiing fre;ilcs! I 
go out and work hard all day long to make tiiis world fit to live in while 
you two sit on those sweat covered cushions and cultivate butt-rot! I go 
out and make good money, keep food in our mouths, a roof over our 
heads, deal with our stuff, and you go out and spend our money up at 
that freak-house you call a meditation center when there is important 
work to be done! I w;mt to work on my t;m! 

Insight: Who are you calling "self-absorbed?" I can't be self 
absorbed by definition! If it wasn't for me, you would be so stuck in 
dualistic illusion that you wouldn't know your ass from your elbow, you 
conceptually fixated, emotionally mired, bound-up-in-manifestation- 
looldiig, t\vel\'e sand\vicli eating... 

Conceiitiation: Ye;ili! And by die way, Mr. Oli-so-worldly, you 
should leam to lighten up sometimes! Work your fingers to tiie bone, 
whaddaya get? Bony fingers. That's what. And that goes for you too, 
Mr. Enlightenment! If you didn't have my skills, you'd be shit out of 
luck, unable to focus, ;md dead boring to boot! Who brings up the deep 
joy and wondrous mind states around here? I do, that's who, so you two 
should just shut up! 
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Insight: Oh, 3'eali? Well, Mr. La-la Land, if it weren't for me, we'd 
be so caught up in your transient highs that we might just get arrested. 
Somebody call the law! You two are so easily sucked into blowing things 
out of proportion that widiout me you two would have aU the 
perspective of a dung heap! 

Mor^ilit}?: Dung heap? You'd be lucky to have a dung heap if it 
wasn't for me, you emptiness-fixated, I'ln-oh-so-non-conceptual 
vibration-junkie. What good is having perspective if you don't go out 
and use it? 

Concentration: Ye;ili! And spe;ildng of perspecti\'e, I gi\'e you guys 
more perspective thim you have any idea of. Not only do I provide a 
bridge between our resident Save-die-world Poster Child ;md die Void- 
frxated Flicker-boy, I help you two get your twitchy little minds right! I 
help the Boy Scout here gain more and deeper insights into his screwed 
up emotional world and "stuff" than he ever could have on his own, and 
if it \vasn't for me, Mr. Ultimate would just be spinning his wheels in the 
parking lot! And furdier more, I am fun, fun, fun! 

Insight: Ye^ili, maybe, but you don't know when to stop, you 
odierworldly space-case! If Relative Man and I hadn't pulled you out of 
the clouds, you'd still be lost in some formless realm thinking you had 
half a clue. I'm the one with the clue! There ain't nothin' in the world 
like what I lurow, and without it, you two's whole pathetic Httie sense of 
identity' would be bound up in a world beyond your control. I am your 
salvation, and you know it! 

Morality: Beyond my control my ass! I make tilings happen in tiiis 
world, great things! I'm the one that really gets us somewhere! I make a 
difference! Who cares if there is no self when people are starving in 
Africa? 

Insight: Who cares is exactiy my point! There is no separate, 
permanent self tiiat cares! 

Morality: "I know you are, but what am I?" 
Insight: Exactiy! 
Morality: Jerk! 

Concentration: See? You guys gotta' chill out, get some balance and 
peace in your life. Take a few moments and just breatiie! Leave your 
worries and cares behind, and fly the friendly skies! It's free, legal, and 
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oh-so-recommended. You can quit whenever you like! All your friends 
are doing it! Come on, just relax! 

Morality: All right, Fly Guy, when are we going to deal with our 
emotional issues, huh? When are we going to save the world? We can't 
just go on vacation forever. 

Insight: Your prohlem is diat you c;m't see the sensations diat m;ilce 
up these "issues" as they really are, so you make such a big friggin' deal 
out of them. I mean, I see your point, but you are so reactive and blind 
that you are hardly the one for the job. You solidify these things into 
huge monsters, forget you have done this, and then freak out \vhen they 
come running after you. You need a clue, you confused little shrew! 

Mor;ilit5': Oh, ye;ili! Don't think tliat just because you c^m see die 
true nature of die issues diat make up your reality diat you won't still 
have stuff to deal with! Now, that's delusion! 

Insight: It's even more deluded to think that you can really have a 
completely healthy perspective on anything without me, you Monster 
Maker! 

Concentration: Dude, do you see those angels floating through the 
wall? 

Morality: Where in the Hell did I find you freaks? 

Insight: Short memory, eh? You found us when you realized you 
couldn't do it on your own. You needed us to really be able to do the 
job you wanted to do, to really make a difference and be as happy and 
effective as you could be. 

Morality: Yeah? And when can I get rid of you? 

Concentration and Insight: When you have mastered us completely. 
Jinx, one two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten! 

Moralit}': B;irtender... 

THE END. 

If you find that you have gotten to die point when you c^mnot laugh 
at your own patii, stop immediately and figure out why. I hope you have 
found this Httie, irreverent dialogue entertaining. While obviously a bit 
ridiculous, these sorts of tensions can arise until we really have a soHd 
grasp of each training. When we have this, they wUl work together as 
they were meant to. 
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The Four Noble Truths, suf ferin g, its cau se , its end , and the 
path that leads to its end , are fundamental to the teachings of the 
Buddha. He was fond of summarizing his whole teaching in terms of 
them. Actually, when asked to be really concise, he would just sa}' the 
first and third: suffering jmd die end of suffering. This \vas what he 
taught. Like die odier litde lists here, diey have great profundity on 
many levels and are wordi exploring in depth. 

TiuTH Ni MBER One: Si ffering 

The first tiutli is the trudi of suf ferin g. Hey, didn't we just see diat 
in die Three Cliaiacteristics? Yes! Isn't diat great! W e filso just saw it in 
The Three Trainings Revisited. There must have been soniediing 
important about it for it to start off something called the Four Noble 
Truths that is not immediately obvious. Why do we practice? Suffering, 
that's why! It is just that simple. Why do we do anything? Suffering! 

Pleiit}' of people balk at this, and say that diey do lots of diings 
because of reasons odier tli;ui suffering. I suppose diat to be really 
correct I should add in ignorance and habit, but diese are intimately 
connected to suffering. This is worth investigating in depth. Perhaps 
there is something more to this first truth that they may have missed on 
first inspection, as it is a deep and subtie teaching. Actually, to 
understand this first ti utii is to understand the whole of the spiritual 
path, so t;ike die time to investigate it. 

The basic gist of die trutii from a relative point of view is diat we 
want things to be other than they are, and this causes pain. We want 
things that are nice to be permanent, we want to get what we want and 
avoid what we don't want. We wish bad things would go faster than they 
do, and these are all contraiy to reality?. We all die, get sick, lia\'e 
conflicts, and constantiy seem to be running ;ux)und eitiier tiying to get 
something (greed), get away from soniediing (hatred), or tune out from 
reality all together (delusion). We are never perfectiy happy with tilings 
just as they are. These are the traditional, relative ways in which 
suffering is explained, but these definitions can only take us so f;ir. 

At the most fundiinientiil level, die level tiiat is the most useful for 
doing insight practices, we wish desperately that there was some 
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separate, permanent self, and we spend huge amounts of time doing our 
best to prop up this illusion. In order to do this, we habitually ignore 
lots of useful information about our reality and give our mental 
impressions and simplifications of realit\' much more import;mce than 
they are necessaiily due. It is this illusion that adds a problematic 
element to the normal and understandable ways in which we go about 
trying to be happy. We constandy struggle widi reality because we 
misunderstand it, i.e. because reality misunderstands itself. 

"So what's new?" one might say. Gk)od point! It isn't new, is it? This 
has been the \vhole of our life! The big question is "Is there some 
understanding which makes a difference?" Yes, or we wouldn't be 
bothering widi Jill of diis spirituidit}' stuff. Somewhere down in our being 
there is a litde voice that cries, "There is another way!" We can find this 
other way. 

Connecting with the truth of suffering can actually be very motivating 
for spiritual practice. Most traditional talks on die Buddha's teachings 
begin With this. More than just being motivating for spiritual practice, 
tuning into suffering is spiritual practice! M^my people start meditating 
and then get frustrated witii how much suffering and pain they 
experience, never knowing that they are actually starting to understand 
something. They cUng to the ideal that insight practices will produce 
peace and bliss ^md yet much of what tiiey find is suffering. They don't 
realize tiiat things on the cushion tend to get worse before tiiey get 
better. Thus, tiiey reject the very tiutiis tiiey must deeply understand to 
obtain tiie peace tiiey were looking for and tiius get nowhere. They 
reject their own valid insights that they have obtained through valid 
practice. I suspect that this is one of the greatest and most common 
stumbling blocks on the spiritual path. 

There is a flip side to suffering which can help, and that is 
compassion, the wish for there to not be suffering. Wherever tiiere is 
suffering tiiere is compassion, tiiough most of tiie time somewhat 
twisted by the confused logic of the process of ego. More on this in a 
bit, but it leads directiy to the second Noble Truth, the cause of 
suffering. 
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Truth Number Two: "Desire" 
The Second Noble Truth is that the cause of sufiTe lin g is 

desire , also rendered as craving or attachment. We want things to be 
other than they are because \ve perceive the world through the odd logic 
of the process of ego, dirough the illusion of the split of the perceiver 
and tlie perceived. We might say, "Of course we w;mt diings to be great 
and not unpleasant! What do you expect?" The problem isn't actually 
quite in the desire for things to be good and not be bad in the way that 
we might think; it is, in fact, just a bit subtler than that. 

This is a really slippery business, and many people can get Jill into 
cra\'ing for non-craving and desiring non-attachment. This can be useful 
if it is done wisely and it is actu^illy Al we have to work widi. If common 
sense is ignored, however, desiring non-attachment may produce 
neurotic, self-righteous, repressed ascetics instead of balanced, kind 
meditators. A tour of any monastery or spiritual community will likely 
expose you to clear ex;unples of both sides of diis delicate babmce. So, 
don't make too much of a problem out of the fact that it seems that one 
must desire somediing in order to seek it. This p;u adox will resolve 
itself if we are able to experience reality in diis moment clearly. 

"Craving," "attachment," and "desire" are some of the most 
dangerous words that can be used to describe something that is actually 
much more fundament;il th;m these seem to indicate. The Buddha did 
talk about diese conventional forms of suffering, but he also talked 
about die fund;unentJil suffering diat comes from some deep longing for 
a refuge that involves a separate or permanent self. We imagine drat 
such a self win be a refuge, and so we desire such a self, we try to make 
certain sensations into such a self, we cHng to the fundamental notion 
that such a self can exist as a stable entit}' and that this will somehow 
help. The side effects of diis m;mifest in sorts of addictions to mind 
states ;uid emotions tiiat are not helpful, but diese ;ue side effects and 
not die root that cause of suffering that the Buddha was pointing to. 

As stated earlier, a helpfiil concept here is compassion, a heart 
aspect of the practice and reality related to kindness. You see, wherever 
there is desire there is suffering, and wherever there is suffering there is 
compassion, the desire for die end of suffering. You can actually 
experience this. So obviously there is some really close relationship 
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between suffering, desire and compassion. This is heavy but good stuff 
and worth investigating. 

We might conceive of this as compassion having gotten caught in a 
loop, the loop of the illusion of duiility. This is sort of like a dog's tail 
chasing itself. Pain and pleasure, suffering and satisfaction always seem 
to be "over there." Thus, when pleas^mt sensations arise, tliere is a 
constant, compassionate, deluded attempt to get over tliere to tire otlier 
side of the imagined split. This is fundamental attraction. You would 
think that we would just stop imagining there is a split, but somehow that 
is not what happens. We keep perpetuating the sense of a split even as 
we tr\' to bridge it, and so we suffer. When unpleasant sensations arise, 
diere is an attempt to get away from over there, to widen die imagined 
split. This will never work, because it doesn't actually exist, but the way 
we hold our minds as we try to get away from that side is painful. When 
boring or unpleasant sensations arise, there is the attempt to tune out aU 
together and forget die whole diing, to try to pretend that the sensations 
on the other side of the split are not there. This is fundamental 
ignor^mce and it perpetuates die process, as it is by ignoring aspects of 
our sensate reality that the illusion of a split is created in the first place. 

These strict definitions of fundamental attraction, aversion and 
ignorance are very important, particularly for when I discuss the various 
models of the stages of enlightenment. Given the illusion, it seems that 
somehow these mental reactions will help in a way diat wiW be 
permanent. Remember diat die only thing that will fundamentally help 
is to understand die Three Characteristics to die degree diat makes die 
difference, and the Three Characteristics are manifesting right here. 

Remember how it was stated above that suffering motivates 
everything we do? We could ;ilso say that eveiytliingwe do is motivated 
by compassion, which is part of the fundamentally enipt}- nature of 
realit)'. That doesn't mean that everything we do is skillfuf; that is a 
whole different issue. 

Compassion is a very good thing, especially when it involves one's 
self and all beings. It is sort of the flip side of the Second Noble Truth. 
The whole problem is that "misdirected" compassion, compassion that 
is filtered through the process of ego and its related habits, can produce 
enormous suff ering and often does. It is easy to think of many examples 
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of people searching for happiness in tlie sti angest of places and by doing 
the strangest of things. Just pick up any newspaper. The take-home 
message is to search for happiness where you are actually likely to find 
it. 

We might say tliat compassion is the ultimate aspect of desire, or 
diink of compassion and desire on a continuum. The more wisdom or 
understanding of interconnectedness diere is behind our intentions and 
actions, the more they reflect compassion and the more the results will 
turn out well. The more greed, hatred and delusion or lack of 
understanding of interconnectedness there is behind our intentions ;md 
actions, the more they reflect desire and the more suffering there wiU 
likely be. 

This is sometimes referred to as tire "Law of Karma," where ku ma 
is a word that has to do with our intentions and actions. Some people 
can get all caught up in specifics of this that cannot possibly be known, 
like speculating diat if we kill a bug we will come back as a bug and be 
squished. Don't. Cause and eff ect, also called interdependence, is just 
too imponderably complex. Just use diis gener^il concept to look 
honesdy at what you want, why, and precisely how you know diis. 
Examine what the consequences of what you do and think might be for 
yourself and everyone, and then take responsibility for those 
consequences. It's a tJill order and important practice to engage in, 
but don't get too obsessi\'e about it. Remember the simplicity' of the first 
tiaining, ti;iining in Idndness, generosity', honesty and ckuity, and gain 
balance and wisdom from die odier two trainings as you go. 

Sometimes looking into suffering and desire can be overwhelming, 
life can sometimes be extremely hard. In these moments, try looking 
into the heart side of the eciuation, compassion and kindness. Connect 
widi dre part of your heart that just wishes the suff ering would end and 
feel that deeply, especi;illy as it manifests in the body. Just this can be 
profound practice. There are also lots of otiier good techniques for 
cultivating a spaciousness of heart that can bear anything, such as formal 
loving-kindness practices (see Sharon Salzburg's excellent Loving- 
kindness. The Revolutionan' Ai t of Happiness) . Finding them and 
practicing them can make die spiritual path much more be;uable and 
pleasant, and this can make it more likely that we will be able to 
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persevere, gain deep insights, be able to integrate them into our lives, 
and use them to benefit others. 

The take-home message is to take the desire to be happy and free of 
suffering and use its energy' to do sldllful things that can actually make 
diis happen, rather than getting caught in old unexamined patterns of 
searching for happiness where you luiow you will not find it. The Three 
Trainings are skillful and can inform die whole of our life. By following 
them we may come to the end of many forms of suffering and be in a 
much better position to help others do the same. 

Tri th Number Three: The End oe Sueeerixc; 

This brings us nicely to die Third Noble Trudi, the end of 
sufferin g. Now, as noted before, there are three types of suffering 
pertaining to the scope of each of the tliree trainings. Traditionally, the 
Buddha talked about the end of suff ering as relating to mastering die 
third training ;uid thus becoming highly enlightened. The first point is 
diat it am be done and is done today by meditators like you from many 
spiritual traditions. Yes, diere are enlightened people walking around, 
and not just a rare few that have spent 20 years in a cave in Tibet. This 
is really important to understand and have faith in. The other point is 
tiiat with the end of funchunental desire, which we will render here as 
die end of compassion imd re^ility being filtered through the odd logic 
of die process of ego, diere is die end of fund;uiient;il suffering. That's 
it. Done is what has to be done. Gone, gone, gone beyond, and all of 
that. AH beings can do it, and there is, to make bit of a mystical joke, no 
time like the present. 

Now, it must be said that the Buddha also priiised those who had 
mastered the other two trainings and tiius eliminated \vliat suffering 
could be eliminated by tiiose metiiods. Even very enlightened beings 
can benefit from mastering the concentration states. However, diere are 
some complex and difficult issues related to eUrninating all of the 
ordinary suffering in the world and thus related to mastering the first 
training, which is an endless undertaldng. It is because of tiiis particular 
issue that such teachings as the BodhisatU a Vow arose, and I wiU deal 
with these complexities towards the end of this book. 
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Truth Nuimber Four: The Path 
The Fourth Noble Truth is the Noble Eightfold Path that 
leads to suffering' s final end . Another list! Hopefully you have 
come to like these little lists by now, and so one more will hopefully be 
seen as anotlier manageable little guide on how to find tlie end of 
suffering. Lucidly, we have Jilready seen the whole of die Noble 
Eightlbld Padi in odier parts of some of die odier lists, and it is 
summarized in the Three Trainings of morality, concentration and 
wisdom. 

The moralit}' section is just broken do\vn into three specifics: skillful 
action, skillful speech and sldllful livelihood. Skillful means conducive 
to the end of suffering for us and for all odier living beings. Be kind, 
honest, clear and compassionate in your whole life, in your actions, 
speech and work. Notice that nothing is excluded here. The more of 
our lives we integrate with the spiritual path, the better. Simple to 
remember and also a powerful guide. 

The concentration section contiiins diree things we saw in the Five 
Spiritu;il Faculties and die Seven Factors of Fiiligliteiiiiieiit: skiHtul 
energy, skillful concentration, and skillful mindfulness. 

The wisdom section has the two last parts of the path: sldUful 
thought or intention and skillful understanding or wisdom. These two 
are often rendered in different ways, but die meaning is the same: 
understand the truth of your experience and aspire to kindness and 
wisdom in your thoughts and deeds. Again, simple but powerful. 
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When, where and for how long? 
The best time to meditate is when you can, as in "get it while you 
can!" The best place to meditate is where you can, and the best duration 
is for as long as is available or necessary for you to get what you wish out 
of it. This may seem like an ob\ious answer, but people can sometimes 
get it into tiieir heads tiiat certain times are better tiian otiiers and thus 
not meditate when that seemingly sacred time period is unavailable or 
interrupted. They may feel that certain places or special circumstances 
(special cushions, noise levels, etc.) are oh-so-necessary, and if these are 
not available tiien tliey may feel frustrated and unable to practice. They 
may feel tliat a certiiin minimal duration of meditation time is necessary, 
and thus find themselves unable to make use of what time they may 
have. 

If you have two hours each day for meditation, great! If you have 
two jobs, six kids, and just can't find more than ten minutes each day for 
meditation, nmke good use of what you've got. There have been times 
in my life when I was y&cy grateful that I had t\vent\' hours a day to 
practice. On tiie otiier hand, when I have only had ten minutes a day, I 
have been grateful for the sense of how precious those ten minutes 
were. Skillful urgency and well-developed gratitude for a chance to 
practice at aU can allow us to really use limited pieces of time to their 
fullest. 

If you can t;ike off a montii each ye^u^ for intensive retreats, 
wonderful. If a weekend reti eat once a ye^u^ is all you can do, go for it. 
In short, honor where you are and what you can realistic ally accomplish 
given your current circumstances. If they are not entirely to your lilting, 
and you want to take more time for practice, work on rearranging things 
a bit in a way that leaves you with a life that you still find fulfilling should 
you later decide to practice a bit less. 

Luckily, meditation is an extremely portable endeavor. You don't 
have to lug around special equipment, have other people around, or 
schedule an appointment. There are no fees, waiting lists, or red tape. 
Reality happens. Sensations arise. If you're payin' careful attention to 
tiiem, re^illy feeling exactiy what it is like to be here now, you're doin' it! 
It's just that simple. 
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While I have definitely come to appreciate "ideal" meditation 
conditions and their obvious benefits, I have also had profound insights 
and extraordinary experiences in places that would hardly be considered 
ideal (e.g. in the break room at work, while brushing my teeth). While I 
definitely appreciate the additional depth ol long periods of 
uninterrupted practice, I am certain tiiat being able to make use of little 
bits of time here and tiiere has done much to move tilings along. 

I sometimes meditate when reclining before sleep, when recHning in 
the morning before I have to get up, when I wake up in the middle of 
the night, before catnaps on the couch, during boring lectures ;md 
meetings, and in tiie lounge of the school I attended before ;ilternoon 
classes. I have come to the conclusion tiiat five minutes of re^illy 
engaged, clear and focused practice in poor circumstances can often 
produce more benefits for me than an hour of poor, vague and 
distracted practice in "optimal conditions." 

I have also come to appreciate the value of timed sits, \vhere I \x)\v 
to sit and pay attention for a defined period of time. I take a little travel 
;ilarm clock or kitchen timer ;md vow to sit for a predetermined space 
of time, usually somewhere from 30 minutes to 1.5 hours. I have found 
that, during untimed sits, I tend to get up when I run into drHicult 
territory, mild pain from sitting, or other things that I don't want to 
ackno\vle(lge and investigate cle;uly. A timed sit makes it much more 
likely tiiat I will be able to sit in the face of tiiese things, thus developing 
more confidence ;uid discipline, as well as the insights that come from 
persistent investigation. 

Daily life vnd Retreats 
A very related issue here is that of the world of retreats and 
monasticism And how it contrasts witii the world of "daily life" or tiie life 
of a "householder." Each has its own set of issues, but many of tiieni 
overlap and the differences may be more question of degree than of 
dichotomy. 

Now, it is true tliat die battle is not ahvays to the strong, nor the race 
to the swift, but that's tiie way to bet. In other \vords, those \vlio do lots 
of practice in daily life, go on more ;md longer reti eats, ;u e more 
consistentiy able to concentrate and investigate quickly and precisely, 
pay attention more often during their daily activities, and have their 
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morality trip more together are, on average, much more likely to make 
progress. 

When on retreat, people have the opportunity to practice nearly all 
day in settings tliat are usually designed to be veiy conducive to cle^u , 
precise incjuiiy ;md depdis of meditation. (Why so lew people actually 
take advantage ol diese circumst^mces when they go on retreat is beyond 
me, and I will spend some time ranting about tliat later.) The point is 
that going on retreats can give opportunities for much faster and deeper 
practice to those who choose to really practice. Said another way, if you 
go on retreat, make good use of diat time. 

There is a huge difference between the experiences of people who 
do retreats halfway imd people who really follow die instructions all day 
long. In my experience, diere is no comparison between retreats I have 
done when I really powered the investigation from the time I awoke 
until I went to sleep at night, causing fast and profound progress, and 
when I took breaks here and there to tiiink about tilings such as my 
issues and meditation theory', generally causing moderate to slow 
progress. While many people tiiink tiiat reti eats ;u e lor more advanced 
practitioners, I tiiink tiiat a few retreats early in one's practice can really 
jump start things, allowing one to then make much better use of 
meditation time off retreat. 

I often think of the momentum that retreats generate in terms of 
rolling a boulder over a hill. If you get a long running start, pushing 1i;ut1 
tiie whole way, you ;ue more likely to be able to get tiie boulder rolling 
fast enough so tiiat it rolls over tiie hill in one straight shot. If you push 
intermittentiy or haLf-heartedly, the boulder is likely to roU back when 
you get to the steep part of the hiU, but you have worn the hiU down a 
littie bit, and you may also be a bit stronger for the exercise. Thus, it is 
possible to wear down the hill given enough time, but it is much faster to 
simply power over it the first time and move on to the next hill. I know 
of no obvious benefits from slow practice tiiat fails to gain some 
footholds in the territory of concentration or insight. 

Those who take the wear down the hiU approach may eventually 
lose faith and interest, having done lots of \vork to little effect. Those 
who re;illy apply themselves and cross a few hills early on through 
focused and consistent effort, such as retreats or really solid daily lite 
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practice, will have more of a sense of accomplishment and 
empowerment, and may have even put in less total time and effort than 
those who tried to wear down the hill This irony should not be lost on 
diose who want to be smart about developing dieir meditative skills. 

For example, lets say that you could ;illocate 36,5 hours out of one 
3'ear to form;il meditation practice. Given a choice, I would be more 
inclined to take half of diose hours, about 182, and do a 10 day retreat 
practicing hard and consistently 18 hours a day vwth rninimal breaks at 
the beginning of the year, and then spend half an hour meditating each 
of the other days. I would be much more likely to cross into some 
interesting territory? early on and overcome some of the initial hurdles 
than if I spent one hour each day for diat ye^u^ practicing well. The 
amount of time and effort is tire same, but die effect is likely to be quite 
different. 

A few odds and ends about retreats. First, retreats tend to have a 
semi-predictable rhythm to them. Realizing this allows us, if we have the 
time and resources to space, to choose how long a retreat we want to 
meet our meditative go;ils. Even if we are practicing well, the first few 
days of a retreat tend to be niosdy about adjusting to die place, die 
posture, the routine, the people, the local customs, the schedule, etc. 
Similarly, the last day or two of a retreat tends to bring up thoughts of 
what we are going to do next. Thus, to gi\'e yourself some time in the 
middle when you are not dealing with diese tilings as much, I 
recommend greater tiian ,5-day retieats when possible. It is not that 
benefit can't be derived from shorter retreats, but tiiere is sonietiiing 
about those middle days that tends to make strong concentration and 
good practice easier to attain. 

Second, every retreat center ;uid tradition has its neurotic shadow 
aspects and downsides. This is inevitable, but by identifying them and 
realizing that tiiere lue ways to have tiieni not slow our investigation 
down is helpful. One center where I have spent a bit of time is prone to 
attracting very serious, scowling people who trudge around in their 
walking practice Uke the slightest sound or glance from anyone around 
them might set tiieni off like a bomb. I have been to ;motiier center 
where sometimes I have been the only meditator there, recjuiring me to 
have more seK motivation and discipline. Another monastic center I 
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have been to has tlie whole male hierarchy thing going which can cause 
all sorts of reactions from retreatants both female and male. 

Then there are basically always neurotic things around food (huge 
topic, of which vegetarian vs. non-vegetarian is just the tip of the 
iceberg), bathrooms, quarters, showers, hot water, washing clothes ^md 
dishes, cleaning duties, heating ;md cooling (one place I have been to 
has cantankerous wood stoves in some buildings for heat, anotlier in a 
tropical setting has open vnndows that let the mosquitoes swarm in), 
clothing (e.g. some centers have people wear white, others won't tolerate 
skimpy or revealing outfits, some don't care), fragr;mces, chemic;il 
sensitivities, incense, morning w;ike-up bells (too cjuiet, too loud, 
someone forgets to ring it at iill), schedules, roommates (particularly 
tliose tliat snore, smell, are noisy or messy, etc.), strictness of silence, 
eye contact or the lack thereof, etiquette around teachers (e.g. to bow or 
not, to ask challenging questions or not, limits on the time we have 
access to them, their personalities and neurotic stuff, whether or not 
they speak die language we speak, etc.), eticiuette of entering rooms widi 
icons (e.g. whether to bow diree times or not), the presence of icons or 
not (and which icons), and issues of die ordiodoxy of ritual, dogma, 
posture, hand position, eating rituals, chanting, vows, etc. 

This list doesn't include issues of corruption, romances, cults of 
personality, affairs, crushes, miscommunications, vendettas, scandals, 
drug use, money issues, and all the other things that can sometimes 
show up anwhere diere lu e people. In short, whatever you imagine that 
you or odier people might have issues around, diese are bound to show 
up sooner or later if you spend enough time in spiritual circles or retreat 
centers. While solo practice is an option, that doesn't get you away from 
all of these issues and has its own set of downsides. 

The crucial tiling is to realize that great practice can occur in 
conditions far from perfect, p^u ticuku ly if we re^ilize tiiat all the 
sensations tiiat make up these inputs and our reactions to tiiem are all 
worthy of investigation and thus as much a source of ultimate and often 
relative wisdom as any other sensations. I have rarely had what I 
considered perfect practice conditions, but I have done well imd you 
can ;ilso. That said, some centers, particular retreats, and teachers are 
better than others, and it is worth exploring and asking around. AH these 
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things can be particularly distracting and disti essing for a First time 
retreatant, as often there are some naive hopes, however 
unacknowledged, of walking into the Garden of Eden, sitting with the 
Buddha, and hanging out with the most evolved fellow retreatants one 
could imagine. 

When off reti eat, progress is still possible, particularly if one has 
used retreats to get past some of tire initial hurdles (hills) and get a few 
tastes of what is possible. Do not underestimate the value of careful and 
honest awareness of what one is going during one's life off the cushion. 
On die odier h;md, if you want to significandy increase your chances of 
tasting the fruits of the path, do your best to m^ike time for retreats in a 
way diat honors your spiritu;il go;ils as well as your odier commitments. 
One of die reasons for monasticism is diat your commitments become 
your practice, but there are plenty of people who have figured out how 
to live in the world and use retreats and strong daily practice to achieve 
the same effects. In fact, in this unusual time in history, there are plenty 
of places to sit for ver}' little money and get great support for practice 
widiout having to deal with all the ritual, dogma and other hassles that 
are involed in ordination. 

Some of my favorite places to go on retreat are: The Insight 
Meditation Society (IMS) in Barre, MA, Bhavana Society in Highview, 
West Virginia, The Malaysian Buddhist Meditatit)n Centre (MBMC) in 
Penang, M;daysia, ;uid Gaia House near Totnes, England. Also worth 
mentioning Jii e die Mahasi centers in Burma (Myanniar) , such as 
Panditarama in Yangon (formerly known as Rangoon). All of diese are 
easy to find on the Internet. For those who are really into Mahasi 
Sayadaw style practice as I am, the Three Month Retreat at IMS (about 
$3000), or a few weeks to montiis at MBMC (about $1000 to fly tiiere 
and then a few bucks a day plus donations to stay) ;u e highly 
recommended. Bodi have excellent food and are ver}? conducive to 
great practice. It is amazing the things we spend our time and money 
doing. As a good friend once said, "If you had to flip burgers for 13 
years to get up the money to do the three month at IMS, it would be 
well worth it." I prefer MBMC for cultural reasons, but both are great. 
Burma is a great place to go for the real de^il, but tiiere are some issues 
around dealing with the government, the oily food, the culture, the 
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water, tlie heat, the parasites, aiid tire malaria-carrying mosquitoes tliat 
need to be strongly considered. 

Postures 

The four postures for meditation that are mentit)ned in tiaditional 
Buddhist practice are tliose of sitting, walking, standing and reclining. 
Each has its own set of benefits and drawbacks, and each may be useful 
at one time or another. Looked at another way, this means that we can 
meditate in just about any position we find ourselves. We can be aw;ire 
of where we are, what we are doing, and what our experience feels like 
all day long. Which posture we choose doesn't really matter from a 
pure insight point of view, but there are some practical reasons why we 
might choose one or the other for formal practice. Posture choice is 
mostiy about finding one that works in our current circumstances and 
which matches our current energy level. 

Reclining practice has tiie advantages of being extremely sustainable, 
not requiring attention to mjiintiiining a posture, generally being 
relatively free from pain, and of really allowing tiie attention to turn to 
subtie sensations. It has the distinct disadvantage of quickly putting 
many people to sleep, and thus most people prefer sitting. A few 
people, such as myself, are so natur;illy wired that they c^m meditate 
clearly when reclining most of tiie time and may sometimes find sitting 
just a bit too intense and edgs'. How one will react to the energetic 
quality of a posture varies witii tire individual, tiie phase of practice and 
practical considerations such as how much sleep we got the night 
before. It usually doesn't take much experimentation to let us know if 
reclining will \vork for us or not. 

Sitting is tiie classic meditation pose, but it is not so special as some 
would niiike it out to be. I will use tiie phrase "on tiie cushion" often in 
tills book, but I do so because I find it catchy and not because tiiere is 
something magical about the sitting posture. When I write "on the 
cushion," I am really referring to formal meditation in any of these four 
postures. 

Sitting has the ciualily of being more energ^'-producing tii;m reclining 
and less energy-producing tli;ui w;ilking ;md st;mdiiig. It can also be very 
stable once we learn to sit well. However, many people find that 
learning to sit well is a whole endeavor in and of itself. There are lots of 
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postures even witliin tlie category of sitting, e.g. in a chair with our back 
off the backrest or with our back on the back rest, in lotus position, in 
half-lotus position, sitting "Indian Style" with our legs crossed, in the 
"Burmese" or "friendly" position which is like die cross-legged position 
except that our feet are both on the floor one in front of the other, in a 
keeling position widi or widiout a bench, etc. 

Many traditions make a big deal about exactiy how you should sit, 
with some getting particularly macho or picky about such things, but in 
the end it doesn't matter so much. The things that seem to matter most 
are that you can sustain the posture, that your back be fairly sti aight so 
that you can breathe well, and tiiat you are not permanently hurting 
yourself. Aches and pains aie common in meditation, but if tiiey persist 
for a long time af ter you get up from sitting, pai ticularly in your knees, 
seriously consider modifying your sitting posture. 

Standing is an even more energy-producing posture than sitting, with 
the obvious ach antage being that is it even harder to f;ill asleep when 
standing than when sitting. It seems to up the intensity' of a meditation 
session even more and can be useful when tiie energy is really low. I 
recommend st;mding witii tiie eyes slightiy open to avoid falling over, 
though some people can do just fine with their eyes closed. If you are 
sitting and finding that you simply cannot stay focused and awake, try 
standing. 

Walking is the most energetically active of the four postures and 
iilso provides a nice stretch for the joints and back after we have been 
doing a lot of sitting. Its strengtiis are its weaknesses, in that the fact tiiat 
one is moving around can make it easier to stay present and also lead to 
a lack of stable concentration. Some people consider walking practice to 
be veiy secondary to sitting, but I have learned from experience that 
walldng meditation should be given just as much respect as sitting 
meditation. Whetiier we walk fast or slow is really not so important, but 
that while walking we investigate all the littie sensations tiiat go into 
walking is. This is a great time to check out intentions and their 
relationship to actions, as walking involves a complex and interesting 
interplay bet\veen these. If you are having problems staying grounded 
when walking, I recommend staying primarily with the physical 
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sensations in tiie feet and legs, particularly tire sensations of contact 
between the feet and the ground or floor. 

Objects for Insight Practices 

As mentioned before, tiiere iu e lots of insight ti aditions ^md tiiey 
each have tiieir favorite objects. Whereas from tire point of view of pure 
insight the object of meditation doesn't matter, as with postures there 
are some other practical considerations related to our particular abilities 
and the current phase of our practice tiiat are worth taldng into account. 
It should be noted here that no objects are inherently objects for insight 
practice versus concentiation practice. The dilference is whetiier or not 
we investigate tire Three Characteristics of tiiose objects or ignore tire 
fact that the object is made up of individual sensations and thus 
artificially solidify it. Thus, you could use any of the objects mentioned 
below (as well as m;my otiiers) for either type of practice. 

The first (juestion is whetiier or not one has a particular agenda for 
what kind of sensations or focus one wishes to include in tiie practice, 
i.e. whetiier one wants to do "clioiceless awareness" practice or a more 
structured practice. Choiceless awareness practice, in which one 
investigates whatever arises without a more specific focus, has the 
advantage of being very inclusive and "natural," and yet by the same 
token some people can easily get distracted and ungrounded when they 
don't take a more str uctured approach. 

For tiiose taking a more structured approach, tiie axes one can 
move on are the degree to which one includes physical or mental 
sensations in meditation, whether or not one focuses narrowly or uses a 
more open field of attention, ;uid whether or not one moves the 
attention around or keeps it in about the same place. 

The prini;uy adv;mtage of tiying to focus primarily on pliysic;il 
sensations, such as tiie breatii, tiie sensations of walking, the points of 
contact with the floor, or the sensations of our physical body in general, 
is that they are much less seductive than mental sensations. Mental 
sensations tend to trap us in the content and stories, as anyone who has 
ever tried to meditate luiows all to well. The more mental sensations we 
include in our practice, tiie more of our eniotion;il juid psychological 
stuff we will encounter. This can be a mixed blessing. If our practice is 
very strong, we can enter such territory and yet still see the true nature 

75 



Practical Meditation Considerations 

of all of tlie sensations tiiat make it up. If our practice is not very strong, 
we wUl simply be swamped, lost in the habitual patterns of thinking 
associated with our "stuff." 

Thus, physical sensations help us ground ourselves, and mental 
sensations open us up to plunging into tiie deptiis of ment;il life or 
getting lost in it. From a pure insight point of view, neither one is more 
holy or more of a source of truth. However, when we do tire experiment 
we wUl quickly realize what works for us; "works" in this case meaning 
that we can keep seeing the true nature of the numerous quick 
sensations that make up our reality. 

There are numerous other t^-pes of physical objects tiiat may be 
investigated, including sounds, sights, and even smells and tastes. Some 
people have a natural proclivity for investigating tire sensations of a 
particular sense door. There is a monk in Burma that recommends his 
students use the high-pitched tones in our ear as an object, and 
sometimes I have found them very useful and interesting. Ratiier th;m 
seeming to be a continuous tone, we can hear each littie individu;il 
sensation of ringing as a discontinuous entit}'. W e may filso tfike sights as 
object, such as tire colors on tire back of our eyelids or, if our eyes are 
open, whatever visual sensations present themselves. These are also 
impermanent, and if we are good at this we may even see our visual 
world presenting itself like the f rames of a movie. 

Another consideration is whether to use a narrow or broad focus of 
attention. The advantage of a more n;u row focus of attention is that it 
may exclude many disti actions. We may get very good at seeing certain 
selected types of objects, such as the sensations of breathing in the 
abdomen or at the tip of the nose, and this is just fine and even a very 
good idea. Such one pointed practice is routinely recommended, and 
some people, such as myself, have a natural inclination towards this 
sts'le. 

Otiiers find tiiat tiiis makes tiiem too tight and irritable. However, 
they find that they do much better vnth a vnder and more inclusive field 
of attention. These things vary with the person and the situation, and if 
we are honest with ourselves we will be able to luiow what is working for 
us and what is not. The advantage of a wide field of attention is that we 
need to put less eff ort into staying focused and can be more present to 
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whatever arises naturally. The downside is tliat we may become very 
lazy meditators and get lost in thought. These tradeoffs must be weighed 
against each other. 

There are practices, such as body sweeping, that keep the attention 
moving all die time. This can be ven' helpful, as it keeps us engaged 
widi new and interesting sensations and may keep us from getting into 
ruts of thinking that we are staying widi new sensations when really we 
are just remembering old patterns. However, these practices have the 
downside that they can sometimes lack the real precision of honest 
attention that comes from staying witii more restricted areas of focus. 
We can end up gi\ing more attention to keeping our attention moving 
thim to cle;uly investigating what our attention reve^ils. Ag^iin, some 
people do well witii moving attention practices and some seem to tlirive 
on keeping the attention in one place. 

It should be noted that we may not always know exactiy what is best 
for us. We may pick practices that feel good to us precisely because they 
don't hit too closely, don't allow us to clearly investigate the 
disconcerting tiutiis of imperm;mence and suffering, don't hit at our 
sense of identity in a way that really cuts to tire bone. We might also 
pick traditions that are grueling and very painful for us because we 
imagine that this is what is important, even if such traditions do not 
facilitate clear investigations of the truth of our actual experience. Thus, 
working with good teachers ^vho can advise us and help us keep from 
resting in our delusions is recommended. That said, some teachers only 
teach one practice, usually the particular one tliat worked for tiiem. If 
that is also a technique that genuinely works for us, then we are set. If 
not, we may wish to investigate other traditions and techniques. 

On a related note, I have advocated figuring out \vhat works for you, 
considering how you are built and where you are. I do, however, 
recommend moderation in tiiis. For inst;mce, if you sit down to 
meditate and tiien decide that you are just a bit sleepy, so you stand up, 
and then you settie dovm a bit, so a few minutes later you sit dovm 
again. Then a minute later you decide you really don't like that Httie 
pain in your luree and so you lie down, and so it goes. Such practice is 
likely to be of little benefit to you, so try to pick a posture and stick with 
it within reason. The same applies to objects of meditation, particularly 
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when you are starting out. There is a lot to be said for cultivating tiiis 
basic level of self-control and discipline. Without it, we can end up 
shifting our practice habits every time our investigation begins to hit 
close to home. 

Resolve 

That brings me to the topic of resolve. I strongly recommend 
developing the freedom to choose what happens in your life that comes 
from discipline. While people often think of discipline as being contrary 
to freedom, I eciuate tlie two in many ways. Discipline and resolve allow 
one to make choices about what we do ;md stay stiong in tiie face of 
difficulties. Thus, I recommend that when you set aside a period of time 
for a particular training, you resolve that for that period you vnU work on 
the specific training you have set out to work on, and that you will work 
on it w hole-heartedly. 

Witliout discipline, \vithout formal resolve, you may easily find 
yourself in something resembling the following situation. You sit down 
on tire cushion witii tire vague intention to do some insight practices, 
and begin trying to investigate, but soon you find yourself thinking about 
how you really should be paying your bills. Then your knee begins to 
hurt, so you tune into the low-level jh;mic bliss tiiatyou have managed 
to cultivate the abilit}' to find, and then you feel hungry', so you get up 
and fix yourself a sandwich. You then tiiink to yourself , "Hey, what am I 
doing here eating tiiis sandwich? Wasn't I doing insight practice?" 

You are not free. Instead, you are floundering. Without discipline, 
without resolve, you are unlikely to be able to get past some of the 
difficult hurdles that stand between you and success in any of these 
trainings. 

I have found it extremely vjiluable, p;u ticul;uiy when sitting down to 
do formal meditation, to state to myself at tlie beginning of tire session 
exactiy what I am doing, what I hope to attain by it, and why attaining 
that is a good idea. I do this formally and clearly, either out loud or 
silently to myself . Having done practice \vith and without them, I ha\'e 
come to the definite conclusion that formal resolutions can make a huge 
diff erence in my practice. One of my f avorite resolutions goes 
sometiiing like, "I resolve tiiat for tiiis hour I will consistentiy investigate 
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the sensations tliat make up reality so as to attain to liberating insights 
for the benefit of myself and all beings." 

Resolutions such as this one add a great deal of focus and 
consciousness to my practice. They galvanize my energ}', m;ike plain my 
intentions, and also seem to work at some more subliminal or 
subconscious level to help keep me on ti ack. I have ;ilso found tiiat I 
can use resolutions in my daily life to good effect. For instance, when 
studying for a medical school exam, I might resolve, "For this hour, I 
will study this hematology syllabus so that I will increase my knowledge 
and skill as an aspiring doctor and thus be less likely to kill patients and 
more likely to help them." 

Such resolutions might seem overly formal or perhaps even goofy, 
and tiiey sometimes seem tiiis way to me, but I have come to appreciate 
them anyway. If I make resolutions that do not ring true, I can feel it 
when I say them, and this helps me understand my own path and heart. 
If I ;mi lost ;md wondering why I ;mi doing what I am doing, these sorts 
of resolutions help me to consciously reconnect with what is important 
in life. I suggest tiiat you tiy m;ildng tiiese sorts of resolutions in your 
own life, at least so tiiat you can see if tiiey are useful for you. I am a big 
fan of formal resolutions, but you should see for yourself. 

Te,\chers 

There are many t^pes of teachers out tiiere from m;my ti aditions. 
Some are very ordinary and some seem to radiate spirituality from every 
pore. Some are nice, some are indifferent, and some may seem like 
sergeants in boot camp. Some stress reliance on one's own efforts, 
others stress reliance on the grace of the guru. Some lu e very aviiilable 
and accessible, and some may li\'e far away, grant few interviews, or have 
so m^my students \ying for their time tiiat you may rarely get a chance to 
talk witii tiieni. Some seem to embody the highest ideals of tiie 
perfected spiritual life in their every waking moment, while others may 
have many noticeable quirks, faults and failings. Some live by rigid 
moral codes, while otiiers may push the boundaries of social 
conventions and mores. Some may be \'en' old, and some may be very 
young. Some may reciuire stiict commitments and obedience, while 
otiiers may hardly seem to care what we do at all. Some may advocate 
very specific practices, stating that their way is the only way or the best 
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way, while otliers may draw from many traditions or be open to your 
doing so. Some may point out our successes, while others may dwell on 
our failures. 

Some may stress renunciation or even ordination into a monastic 
order, while otiiers seem relentlessly engaged witii "tiie world." Some 
ch;u ge a bundle for tiieir teachings, while otiiers give theirs freely. Some 
like scholarship and the lingo of meditation, while otiiers may never use 
or even openly despise these formal terms and conceptual frameworks. 
Some teachers may be more like friends or equals that just want to help 
us leaiii sonietiiing they happened to be good at, while otiiers may be all 
into the hierarchy, status and role of being a teacher. Some teachers will 
speak openly about att;iinnients, ;md some may not. Some teachers are 
renifukably predictable in tiieir manner and teaching style, while otiiers 
swing wide in strange and unpredictable ways. Some may seem very 
tranquU and mild mannered, while others may seem outrageous or 
rambunctious. Some may seem extremely humble and unimposing, 
while others may seem particuhuly furogant and presumptuous. Some 
are cliaiisniatic, while otiiers may be distiiictiy lacldng in social sldlls. 
Some may readily give us extensive advice, and some just listen and 
nod. Some seem the living embodiment of love, and others may piss us 
off on a regular basis. Some teachers may instantiy click with us, while 
others just leave us cold. Some teachers may be wUling to teach us, and 
some may not. 

So fai^ as I can tell, none of these ;u e related in any way to their 
meditation ability or tiie deptiis of tiieir understanding. That is, don't 
judge a meditation teacher by their cover. What is important is that their 
style and personality inspire us to practice well, to live the life we want to 
live, to find what it is we wish to find, to understand what we wish to 
understand. Some of us may wander for a long time before \\'c find a 
good fit. Some of us will turn to books for guidance, reading ;uid 
practicing without the advantages or hassles of teachers. Some of us may 
seem to click vwth a practice or teacher, try to follow it for years and yet 
get nowhere. Others seem to fly regardless. One of the most interesting 
things about reality is tiiat we get to test it out. One \vay or another, we 
will get to see what works for us and what doesn't, what happens when 
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we do cerfciin practices or follow tire advice of certain teachers, as well as 
what happens when we don't. 

Another thing about teachers is that they only know what they know. 
If we use the scopes of the Three Trainings to examine diis, we may 
find diat some teachers may have a good grasp of some of these scopes 
and not have a good grasp of die others. In fact, mastery in any area 
guarantees nodiing about mastery of die odiers. It is wordi being 
realistic about this fact, and so I will go on and on about this later. 

Also, when we interact with teachers, we may wish to also consider 
which of dieir bodies of knowledge we wish to dra\v on, i.e. which of the 
Three Trjiinings we want help widi. In fact, I diink diat it is very 
important to be cle^ir about diis explicidy, so that when we go in to talk 
with a teacher, we can ask questions from die correct conceptual 
framework and also fit their advice back into the correct framework. If 
we ask a teacher about how to attain to some high state and they 
mention tuning into boundless joy, and we then tiy to do this when 
dri\dng to work and crash into the rear end of the car of some poor 
commuter, we have not followed dieir advice properly. 

Similarly, we may wish to explicidy ask our teachers if tiiey are 
skilled in the aspect of the specific training we are interested in 
mastering and also to what level. WhUe you cannot always trust them to 
tell die tiutii, either through tiieir o\vn self-deception or the desire to 
fool you, if diey do say something like, "No, I don't know enough to 
speak on tiiat level, as my own abilities ;u e not that strong yet," dien at 
least you know to seek advice elsewhere. I have much more respect for 
a teacher who once told me that he didn't feel qualified to teach me 
than for the numerous teachers who were not qualified to teach me who 
eitiier didn't realize this or tried to pretend othenvise. 

Also, I would recommend nifiking your goals for your life and 
practice specific. For iiisCmce, you may wish to get a job as a dishwasher 
so diat you can continue to feed yourself . You go to die meditation 
teacher and say, "I want to get a job as a dishwasher. Do you know how 
to do diis?" 

They may say, "Yes." 

To which you could reply, "How do you know this?" 
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They could just as easily have said, "I have no idea, as I am a 
meditation teacher, not a career counselor or restaurant manager." 

The same basic conversational pattern could be repeated just as 
easily for the other \\\o trainings. For instance, you could ask a 
meditation teacher, "I wish to le^un how to get into the early 
concentiation states. Do you luiow how to do tiiis?" 

You could also ask, "I wish to attain to tire first stage of 
enlightenment. Do you know how to do this?" 

If they say, "Yes," the next question would be, "What are the 
specific steps tiiat will likely produce tiiat result?" 

This sort of sti ^iightforward approach to spirituality is extremely 
pragmatic and empowering. Further, it makes interactions with teachers 
more fruitful. 

This brings me to another point: teachers can generally tell if you 
are serious and if you have clearly thought through what you want. For 
instance, it takes about two seconds of someone asking a meditation 
teacher for advice on tiieir emotion;il stuff for the teacher to realize tiiat 
this person is interested on working on conventional happiness ;md is 
not interested in learning insight practices. Similarly, it takes few 
conversations with a student to figure out if they are following your 
advice or not, so don't try to fool them. If you don't Hke their advice, 
better to tell tiiem tiiat and also why so tiiat tiiey can address this, eitiier 
b}' modifying tiieir advice or by further explaining why they feel their 
advice might be helpful. 

Further, if you follow some of tiieir advice but change parts, or 
select parts and add on other things, and then find that this way of 
working has not produced the desired results, be careful about 
criticizing the teacher or the method, as you have not done the 
experiment they recommended. For instance, if someone told you to 
stabilize your attention on tiie individu;il sensations that ni;ilce up tiie 
experience of breatiiing so clearly that you can see tiie beginning and 
ending of every single sensation consistentiy for an hour, and instead 
you do something else or stop the practice before you can do this, don't 
blame them if you do not get the results they promised. Barring 
insurmountable exterii;il circumstances, the choice not to do the work 
was clearly yours, and thus you should accept personal responsibility for 



82 



Practicrd Meditation Considerations 

your own failure. I am not trying to be harsh but simply realistic. I am 
obviously a firm believer that people should take responsibility for what 
happens in their Hves and practices. Not doing so is tantamount to 
disempowering yoiu.self. 

While all of this ach ice on practices and teachers may seem a bit 
ovenvhelming, reconnecting widi die basics, die simple truths of the 
spiritual life, is highly recommended. To diat end... 
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10. Summary 



The more we practice being kind and compassionate, die more we 
connect with the fundamental nature of our hearts and the better our 
conventional lives wUl be. 

The more we practice being clear and equanimous, the more we 
connect with the true nature of our mind and the healthier our minds 
will be. 

The more we practice understanding tlie Three Characteristics of aU 
the Htde sensations that make up our reality, the more we penetrate into 
the fundamental nature of reality and the closer we are to awakening 
and to freedom from fundamental suffering. 
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1 1. Conclusion to Part I 



People have noticed a decrease in the importance of poetry to our 
society. It has been said that our desire for more information, faster 
images and quick sound bites is increasing. We are searching faster and 
faster, perhaps at die expense of looking more deeply. 

Radier thim sitting with a Shakespeare sonnet for a few minutes, just 
pondering die beaut\' imd nie;ming of it, we might read ten of them 
quickly and then feel a bit befuddled. Siniibuly, one might read diougli 
a dense Htde work like this one without stopping to ponder each 
paragraph along the way and thus perhaps get Htde out of it. Just so, we 
may be coiistandy trying to find the next teacher, book, spiritual scene, 
techniciue, incense, mantra, costume, or doctrine that will get us die Big 
E. Quick results di e actually possible, diougli diere are no promises 
about die speed of progress that can be given. Real progress will only 
come when we setde into the basics, into this moment, and go deep. 

These Hsts are good sources of the basic teachings that are sufficient 
to do die tiick. Go deeply into them, or find them in another form, 
perhaps in iuiodier tradition, and go deeply into them. Slow down. 
Setde into diese simple tiudis, reflect, and dien practice witii diligence! 

Good teachers can help; diey are nearly a necessity and so are highly 
recommended, but you must do the work yourself. You must 
understand, and then you wUl have to do this again and again. Get used 
to it, as it cim be quite an adventure. 

It is sometimes 1i;ut1 for people to believe that right there in tiieir 
experience is what tiiey ;u e looking for. It is right here, right now, in 
your own experience, in your own heart, mind and body. It is these 
sensations right now that are just soaked vnth the truth. 

Forgive me, but one more time up on my soapbox. There is so 
much completely useless and harmful sectiui^mism in the spiritual 
world, within Buddhism and between Buddhism ;md the other spiritual 
traditions. People c;m get so into tiieir paiticulai^ tiip ;md get Al down 
on the other perfectiy good spiritual trips. This is faitii out of balance 
causing rigid adherence to dogma, isn't it? This is a lack of 
understanding of what the basics are and what are just the inevitable 
cultural trappings and individual emphases of each tradition. 
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These are tlie basics. Wherever you find a tradition witii tire 
components of even one of these lists, regardless of what they are called 
or how they are formulated, you find a tradition vnth the potential to 
awiiken. Sure, tiiere is a lot of junk spirituality out there, but there is also 
a lot of re;illy good stuff. 

Again, each ti adition has its stiengtiis and weaknesses, ;md some 
may have cultural trappings and ornamentation that you like or don't 
Uke, but don't make a big deal about this. 

Instead, keep the basics in the front of your mind. Each valid 
tradition can help us gain further insight into the truth, and perhaps we 
will resonate with one teaching or tradition at one time and anotiier 
some time later. Alternately, we can pick one tiadition, not be sect;uian 
about it, and go deep into it, into tire simplicity and clarity of its basics, 
using its extrapolations, elaborations and interpretations to go back 
more deeply into the simple truths. We can engage with the ordinary 
world, with the truth of this moment, and this will empower us and may 
awaken us. 

May tliis writing be of benefit to you and all beings, ;md may you 
and all beings realize tire simple trutii of tilings in tiiis lifetime. 



86 



Part II: Light and Shadows 
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12. Introduction to Parts II & III 



Some chapters in Parts II and III have a distinctly cutting tone. This 
is intentional, diough no harm is meant by it. There are a lot of shadow 
sides to Buddhism and mystical traditions in general, some of which wUl 
be discussed here. Perhaps a more cutting tone will help to illuminate 
points diat tend to be unmentioned or poorly addressed. Perhaps it will 
also ser\'e to spjuk skillful debate and inquiry, radier dian causing 
needless contraction into fear and dogma. However, I should warn you 
now, some of the next three chapters have quite a bite to them. There is 
no information in those chapters that is essential to any of the basic 
practices. If you are not in the mood for some really heaw and scathing 
social commentary' on Western Buddhism, please, skip to the chapter 
called A Clear Goal now! 

The practical reason for including Part II at all is that what often 
happens between tiying to apply the basics of technical meditation 
discussed in Part I and the successful entry into real meditation territory 
discussed in P^ut III is drat we run into die mainsti eam culture of 
Western Buddhism and the communities that develop around it. W e 
need support, friends who are into what we are into, good teachers and 
places to practice. We wish to be in the company of fellow adventurers 
rather than lone wanderers in strange lands. Unfortunately, much of 
what we find is not particularly conducive to adventure and deep 
exploration at all. 

Thus, as one small dissenting voice against the tide, I have included 
Part II to help tiiose who w;mt to go much deeper tii;m most of those 
around diem and avoid die numerous cultural sidetracks and 
disempowering voices that wUl keep them from their goals. It is as much 
a laundry list of my pet peeves as it is anything else, but I am happy to 
o\vii my neuroses and make them overt. While I may be fooling myself, 
I diink diis section, while a bit li;usli ^md probably disrespectful, is likely 
to be helpful to someone who also wishes to go against the grain and 
become an actual meditation master. 

The real dangers that come from using a cutting tone are that it wiU 
alienate both readers for whom such a tone is simply not helpful and 
those who could really benefit from such a tone but do not want to 
admit this. Worse, it may cause others to agree too strongly, thinking. 
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"Oh, yes, even tliough tliat Daniel fellow sometimes writes like a raving 
lunatic, he and I are really on tiie same side. We know what is going on. 
Those over there are the ones who really need to hear this." 

We all need to hear the points made in this book, myself included, 
tiiough not necessarily in the st^de presented here. The ideals and 
st;mdjuxls presented in tiiis book ;ire ver}? high so tiiat tiiey will be able 
to be applied universally. Furtiier, tire numerous traps and pitfalls 
presented in this book are also so common that all of us need to be 
wary, reflecting regularly and honestiy on how we have fallen into them 
once more. 

There are quite a number of very readable, helpful ^md friendly 
dharma books out tliere, e.g. Jack Kornfield's encyclopedic mastenvork, 
A Patfr witfr Heart, many of which are loaded witfi brilliant statements 
that should basically shock and confound the reader, hitting at the very 
core of their sense of identity with the deadly accuracy of a Master of 
Zen Ai'chery. However, as they have been written in a style that is so 
completely accessible, these statements have nearly the opposite effect, 
creating a mushy comfort in tfie reader witfi statements tfiat should have 
stopped tfiem in tfieir proverbial tracks and provoked deep inquiry. 

I have grown tired of people routinely quoting profound dharma 
statements from such works as if this represents their understanding 
when tiiey have no idea what they mean. They seem to deri\'e some 
false comfort from being able to parrot the masters. While I c^m 
understand tfie appeal of behaving in such ways, as I have done so 
myself on numerous occasions, I will do my best to keep tfie second two 
parts of this book from contributing to this phenomena. Thus, I have 
intentionally written some sections of Parts II and III in a style that is 
designed to sound combative and abrasive. Also, I must admit that it 
was fun to WTite tfiat way. 

It should be noted tfiat if you got tiirough P;u t I (which I tried to 
make very "accessible") witfiout being stunned at tfie staggering 
profundity of the statements made on nearly every page, then you either 
have no need to read this book or you fell into the trap I just mentioned 
above. I think that most spiritual practitioners could and should become 
very much more comfortable admitting what they don't know and 
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seeking clarification. The times when I myself have failed to do so have 
been much to my detriment. 

In these next two parts, I will often mention very specific high states 
and attainments for the purpose of attempting in some sm;ill way to 
refocus Buddhism on those tilings tiiat go far beyond philosophy, 
psychology, ;md dogmatic religion. It is full enlightenment that fin^illy 
makes tire difference and was, according to tire Buddha himself, tire 
whole reason for aU of this. Unfortunately, even fairly rational adults can 
suddenly lose the ability to stay in touch with ordinary reality when such 
language is used, and I \vill do my best to try to counteract this and bring 
things back down to E;u tii whenever possible. 

It has become ;ilmost taboo to mention actu^il attiiinment or mastery 
of tills stuff among many meditation communities, and tiiis is grossly 
unfortunate, which is to say it is completely ridiculous and frighteningly 
ironic. Some reasons for this will be touched on occasionally, as well as 
some of what might be able to be done about this. However, if we are to 
have a clear stand;uxl for whether or not tiiese techniques and teachings 
ai e worldiig for us, it is vit;il tiiat we have a thorough luiowledge of what 
is possible and even expected of tiiose who really practice well. That is 
the primary reason for Part III. Remember, you are reading a book 
called Mastering the Core Teachings of the Buddha . It has been written 
on the assumption that its readers actu;illy want to do this. 

That said, there will probably be readers who will think that most of 
what is written in Part III, which details tiie stages of enlightenment, tiie 
high concentiation attainments, and even more unusual territory, is pure 
fantasy, myth, dogma and nonsense. I have littie to say to these readers 
except that this book is obviously not written for them. 

I hope tiiat you will re;ilize the difficulties inherent in language, 
concepts, doctiiiies, and maps of spiritual terrain. They are particularly 
clumsy tools even w-lieii used to tiieir fullest potential, and tiiis is 
unlikely to have happened here. Despite tiie fact tiiat I will often use a 
tone implying certainty, it should be said that nothing whatsoever that I 
have written here is absolutely true. Language at its best is a useful tool, 
tiiough by its very nature it artificially divides, reduces and over- 
simplifies. Hopef ully, one will concern oneself with what is pragmatic 
rather than what is absolutely correct from some arbitrary point of view. 
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The crucial thing is practice and direct experience for one's self. Once 
you understand for yourself, you wUl be able to laugh knowingly at my 
efforts. 
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IS.BuDDHisM VS. The Buddha * 



One of my teachers once commented, "Buddhism and tlie 
teachings of the Buddha have been at odds for 2,500 years!" These are 
cynical but appropriate words. What the Buddha taught was really 
extremely simple ^md, as a practice, particubirly ungbmiorous and 
gener;illy (juite difficult diough manageable. If one has a ch;mce to read 
die original texts, one sees ag^iin ^md again diat what die Buddha taught 
was generally practical and as non-dogmatic as could be expected. He 
basically said, "Do these veiy specific things, and these specific results 
win happen." He had Htde use for ritual, ceremony or philosophy that 
was not for some practical purpose. 

Now, it is tiue diat diings did get a bit more complex and religious in 
die later yeai s of his teaching as The Viiiava , or code of conduct for 
monks, was established. The Buddha said that die added rules and 
regulations were a response to the increased quantity of low-quality 
students with whom he had to work in the later years of his life and the 
problems inherent in running a large organization. After die Buddha 
died, however, the process of turning die teachings of the Buddha from 
a practical path for awakening into a number of ritualistic religions 
reached new extremes of dogma and division. It is also true, however, 
that many worthwhile and practical variations on the fundamental 
teachings and techniques have been added that have provided great 
benefit to many of those who actually followed them rather than just 
talked about them. 

In geiier;il, as niystic;il teachings become religions, ;ill sorts of tilings 
get added on to tiieni depending on die prevailing cultural norms, tiie 
current government's attitude towards the teachings, how well or poorly 
the teachings are understood by those teaching them, and economic 
pressures. Christianity as a dogma (ratiier tii^m as a mysticjil tiadition or 
set of spiritual practices, e.g. sitting in tiie desert for 40 days, facing one's 
demons, and finding God) is a just one scary ex;iniple of tiiis, but 
perhaps no scarier tiian tiie religions of Buddhism. Just as Christianity 
often seems to have littie to do with what Jesus was talking about (and 
practically nothing to do with doing the practices he did or living the 
kind of life he did) just so Buddhism often seems to have hu gely 
forgotten about the core teachings of the Buddha. As Buddhism enters 
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America, a whole new layer of cultural dust is being added to it, most of 
which is related to the shadow sides of Western psychology and those of 
the New Age movement. However, there are also signs that fresh new 
life and health is being breathed into aspects of Buddhism that had 
become somewhat moldy and c;ilcified in dieir counti ies of origin. 

The extia tiappings die not necess;uily all h^umful in and of 
themselves, but they may dilute the amount of practical information 
about how to awaken with all sorts of other information that may have 
Htde to do with awakening and may even be an impediment to it. This 
may dien lead to less than complete emphasis on the diree fundamental 
trainings in morality , concentration and wisdom, which are cjuite a 
h^mdful jmd a great undertJiking even in tiieir most simple forms. I was 
extremely lucky, in that I learned some great Buddhist meditation 
technology long before I really got to know the culture of mainstream 
Western Buddhism. I have much use for the former, and as for the 
latter, well, read on. 

It is tiTie that Buddhist training can take on many v;ilid forms, and 
tills is a line ;md beautiful tiling, as different training metiiods may be 
appropriate for different meditators at dilferent times. The added 
"padding" of tradition and religion can be a comfort and a support, as 
most people seem to really like having some kind of dogmatic, mythical 
or cultural foundation from which to work. 

Traditions and standardized conceptual frameworks can also 
provide tiie nie;ms by which people c;ui t;ilk to each otiier about 
experiences and techniques tiiat might otiierwise be very hard to explain 
clearly. I have a friend from another mystical tradition who knows much 
that I find useful and interesting, but it took us months to even begin to 
line up our terminology so that we could benefit from each other's 
understanding. 

However, these coiiceptu;d frameworks and trappings may ;dso 
produce tiie huge amount of useless, harmful and divisive sectarianism 
that exists within Buddhism and between the various meditative or 
mystical traditions, as well as all sorts of effort going into things that 
produce no freedom and may cause other forms of suffering. 

Every time I leave my sheltered little academic life and enter tiie 
rough and tumble world of endlessly petty, sectarian dharma scenes, I 
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am again astounded at how fixated people can be on the minute 
differences between their tradition and traditions that are so similar to 
theirs they can only be differentiated by the clothes people wear and the 
names they call things. I c;m't tell you how tiring it is. Sometimes I 
wonder how tiiese otlienvise Idnd and reasonable people can stand 
themselves or each otiier when tiiey lu e like tiiat. W e want to be 
special, but I beg you, find a way to be special tiiat allows otiiers to be 
special also. It is what is common to the great mystical paths that makes 
them special. The differences are 100^ guaranteed to be hmdamentaJly 
irrelevant. Now, tiiat s;ud, I Am going to turn around ;md bust on 
cultural aspects of traditions tiiat iu e not into awakening ;md mastering 
what the Buddha was t;ilking about. This is Buddhism, Jif ter A\, ;md so 
it seems only natural tiiat I should be into what tiie old boy was into. 

I have heard way too many conversations between members of 
differing mystical traditions that could be summarized, "My dogma and 
ideals are better than your dogma and ideals." Even worse are the rare 
and astonishing conversations that might be summarized, "My dogma 
and ide;ils jue better than your actual realizations and profound 
insights." Frightening. 

There is a movement in the West, reminiscent of the original 
objectives of the Buddha in the early days of his teaching, to divorce 
Buddhism's core meditation technology' ;md basic trainings from 
religion and ritual entirely. I am a great fan of tiiis movement, so long it 
does not cause people to throw out too ni;my of the origin^il Buddhist 
conceptual frameworks tiiat are helpful as tools for mastering tiiese 
practices. There is also a movement in the West to take the meditative 
technology of Buddhism and integrate it into everything from 
Catholicism to psychiatiy to the fre;ildsli fringe of the New Age. I don't 
have a problem witii tiiis tiend p^iiticukuly, just as long as people realize 
tiiat you could just as easily divorce tiiese technologies from tiiose 
traditions and have sonietiiing tiiat is still very useful and powerful. 

There is another related movement in the West, and that is to make 
Buddhism into something for everyone. Unfortunately, what is 
happening is that Buddhism is becoming watered down in order to 
make it have broad appeal. The result is sonietiiing ven' similar to what 
happens in places like Thailand, where most people "practice 
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Buddhism" in a way diat is bugel}' devotional and dogmatic. In the 
West, this translates to people "practicing Buddhism" by becoming 
neurotic about being Buddhist, accumulating lots of pretty books and 
expensive props, learning just enough of some new hmguage to be 
pretentious, and by sitting on a cushion engaged in free-form 
psychological whatnot while doing nothing resembling meditative 
practices. They may aspire to no level of mastery of anything and may 
never even have been told what these practices were actually designed to 
achieve. 

Thus, their meditation is largely a devotional meditation, something 
tiiat externally looks like meditation but achieves littie. In short, it is just 
one more spiritu;il ti apping, tiiough one tiiat may have some social 
benefits. Many seem to have substituted the pain of tiie pew for the pain 
of the zafu with the results and motivations being largely the same. It is 
an imitation of meditation done because meditation seems like a good 
and noble thing to do. However, it is a meditation that has been 
designed by tiiose "teachers" who want everyone to be able to feel good 
tiiat tiiey are doing sometiiing "spiritu;il". While it is good for a person 
to slow down to take time out for silence, I will claim that beyond tiiese 
and a few cardiovascular benefits there is often not a whole lot of any 
great worth that comes from this sort of practice. True, they are not out 
smoking crack, but why get so close to tiie real thing and then not do 
those practices tiiat m^ike a re^il difference? 

Many will consider my dev;iluation of low-grade sitting practice 
radical and counterproductive. Perhaps it is, but I claim tiiat many who 
would have aspired to much more are being short-changed by not being 
invited to really step up to the plate and play baU, to discover the 
profound capabilities hidden witiiiii their own minds. This book is 
designed to be just such an invitation, an invitation to step f;u- beyond 
tiie increasingly ritu;ilized, bast;uxlized, ;md gutless mock-up of 
Buddhism tiiat is rearing its fluffy head in tiie modern West and has a 
strangle hold on many a practice group and even some of the big 
meditation centers. 

To be fair, it is true that spiritual tr appings and cultural add-ons 
may, at their best, be "skillful means," ways of nialdng difficult teachings 
more accessible and ways of getting more people to practice correctiy 
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and in a way tliat will finally bring realization. A fancy hat or a good 
ritual can really inspire some people. That said, it is lucky that one of 
the fundamental "defilements" that drops away at first awakening is 
attachment to rites and rituals, i.e. Buddhism, ceremony, specific 
techniques, ;md religious and cultural tiappings in genenil. 
Unfortunately, tire cultural inertia of the religions of Buddhism is hard 
to entirely circumvent. 

It need not be, if the trappings can serve as "skiUful means," but I 
assert that many more people could be much more careful about what 
are fundamentally helpful teachings and what causes division, confusion, 
and sectarian arrogance. Those who aren't careful about tiiis lu e at least 
demonstrating in a roundabout way that they don't luiow what tlie 
fundamental teachings are for tiiemselves and have attained littie 
wisdom. 
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14.C0NTENT AND ULTIMATE ReALITY * 



There is too much content-centered Buddhism and content- 
centered spirituality- in general. It is not that content isn't important, but 
it is only half of the picture, and the half we are already quite familiar 
with and typically stuck in. By content, I mean ever^'diing except 
determined eff ort to re;ilize die full ti uth of the Three Ch;u acteristics of 
impermanence, suffering, and no-self, i.e. to realize ultimate reality. 
Perhaps two illustrations will help. 

The first odd phenomenon I have noticed is that when students of 
meditation gather together to discuss Buddhism, they almost never talk 
about actual meditation practices in depth and detail. They almost never 
talk about dreir diligent attempts to really understand these teachings in 
each moment. It is almost unacluiowledged taboo drat nearly jmy 
politically correct topic under die Sun is acceptable as long as it doesn't 
have to do with trying to master meditation techniques. While there are 
sporadic moments of "dharma combat" or heated discussion for the 
purpose of learning and slifii ing die dharma, even these tend to be 
mostiy on die philosophy of iill of diis. 

The second odd phenomenon I have noticed has occurred in 
situations when one might suspect tiiat there would not be this problem. 
I have been to a fair number of retreats in the West, and these tend to 
have small group meetings. The dharma teachers have invariably been 
giving rnsti uctions tiiat emphasize following the motion of the breath or 
the sensations of die feet, developing concentration on these objects, not 
being lost in tiiought, and giving precise attention to hdie realit}' just as it 
is. They tend to use the phrase "moment to moment" often, which in 
my book means, "Fast!" This is all as it should be. 

They tend to mention things like impermanence, suffering, and no- 
self, and tend to advocate trying to uiiderst;md these (jiuilities of all 
experience directly witiiout die elaboration of tiiought. They mention 
time and time again that one should not be lost in die stories and tape 
loops of die mind. They may have traveled thousands of miles at great 
expense to help people understand these teachings tiiat tiiey themselves 
may have spent many years learning. For the hundreds of dollars in 
retreat fees, donations, imd spent vacation time, the students will 
perhaps get three meetings with the teacher during a 10-day retreat and 
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perhaps get fifteen to twenty precious minutes of time to taik to a real 
meditation master, assuming tiiey are lucky enougli to actually be sitting 
witfi one. 

However, wlien some eiglit to ten students finally get a chance to 
meet witii tire teacher in a smfill group meeting, a brief ch^mce to really 
le^un what tiiis teacher has to teach, what happens? Do tiiey talk about 
their whole-hearted attempts at following tire careful and skillful 
instructions of the teacher? Strangely, this only seems to happen on rare 
occasions. 

I \vas at one of tiiese sm;ill group meetings where e\'eryonc w as 
tJilking about tiieir neurotic stuf f . In a moment of f eeling like I might be 
able to actually add sometiiing useful, I s;ud in a loud and exasperated 
voice, "The breath! Is anyone trying to notice tire breath?" They just 
looked at me like I was out of my mind and went back to whining about 
their psychological crap. Here was a roomful of otherwise accomplished 
adults who somehow had been transformed into needy and pathetic 
children \vithout any obvious ability' to deal witli tlieir lives or follow very 
basic instructions. Bew^u e of meditation cultures tiiat consistently 
encourage tiiis in people. It is a mark of sometiiing gone horribly wTong. 

Stranger even than this, when students actually do talk about trying 
to follow the careful instructions of their meditation teachers, it can 
occasioujilly seem to be such a shock to teachers, such a \lolation of the 
unwritten taboos, and perhaps even such a tiireat to tlie hierarchy tliat 
tiiey sometimes hardly seem to know how to handle it. In my more 
cynical moments, I have sometimes suspected tiiat tiie quickest way to 
get worried looks from many modern Western meditation teachers is to 
talk about practice in a way that implies the attempt to actually master 
anything. 

Most of tlie time students tend to whine about tiieir relationships, 
tiieir childhood, tiieir neurotic tiioughts, tiieir screwed up lives, in short, 
content. I must say that I have great sympathy for tiiese people. I really 
do. God knows we all have this sort of stuff to whine about; and, in the 
right context, whining about our stuff might be a very good idea. But two 
things are fairly cle;u : tiiese people have spent too little time in therapy 
(or perhaps too much time in bad therapy), and somehow have not 
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hemd one word of what tlie teacher has been talking about as regards 
insight practice. 

Now, it is absolutely true that we all have our issues, pains, traumas, 
scars and cjuirks. We have to learn to deal with these somehow if we 
want to be happy and live the good life we ;ill want to live. We have to 
find ways to de^il witii die content, to heal, to grow, to mature, and all of 
that, but we must also learn when to shift to seeing diings on a 
completely different level. There is a time and a place for everything. 

Imagine if you were an algebra teacher and you told your students to 
solve the homework in the back of chapter one. Instead, your students 
turn in long, rambling essays about the traumas of tlieir c hildhood. How 
would you feel? Unfortunately, you would feel like many meditation 
teachers. Now, it is true tiiat many dharma teachers have a great time 
helping people deal with their stuff, and some of these are even quite 
good at it. There are others that put up with having to play this role, but 
they would pref er to be teaching insight practices. Some teachers just 
can't stand it when they spend lots of time giving c;u eful instructions 
only to have veiy few people follow tiiem, pjuticubu ly when tiiey Imow 
what an amazing opportunity for even deeper healing, increased well- 
being and clarity is being squandered by their students when they fail to 
really practice. 

Sometimes people have actujilly heard just a bit of the teachings on 
impermanence, suffering ;md emptiness, but tiien proceed to talk about 
tills in highly content-centered terms. They may say tilings like, "Oh, 
yes, I am impermanent and will die one day. This is awful and tiiis 
thought causes me suffering. Truly, I feel empty inside." 

This is macroscopic, about grand yet crude concepts and ideas, and 
so is still squarely in the territoiy of philosophy and existentialism. This 
meditator not only needs to learn what insight practice actually is, but 
might ;ilso benefit from a bit more sunshine rmd exercise or perhaps 
even some of those new anti-depressants. A very small amount of such 
reflection can be of some limited benefit if the energy of the frustration 
is directed into practice. There are other types of reflection that might 
be much more sldllful, but those ;ue largely a topic for another day (see 
Jack Kornfield's A Path with Heart or Christopher Titmuss' light on 
Enlightenment) . 
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If meditators would actually just go microscopic and try to see tire 
Three Characteristics of each and every individual Htde sensation that 
makes up their experience, then they might begin to actually understand 
reality at die level diat m^ikes die difference. Effectively encouraging 
students to shift their attention from fixation on content and the 
macroscopic to also including die microscopic and universal is probably 
the hardest job of die meditation teacher. I sometimes wonder how 
many of them have largely given up trying to do this. 

When meditators on retreat focus on content instead of grounding 
die mind in the objects of meditation (which just might produce the 
deep insights diat \vill ni;ike die big difference that they are looldng for), 
diey basic;dly let dieir minds go, ;uid go they do. After a day or two of 
silence and a nearly complete lack of distractions, the spinning of dieir 
minds on neurotic content may have accelerated like the turbine of a jet 
engine on fuU throtde. If they were a mess before, now this has been 
multiplied by a factor of 10 to 100. They then hit the small group 
meeting like a runaway freight tr;iin of exacerbated mind noise, and ;ill 
present get to be batiied in die profound lack of clarity that they have 
spent so much hard cushion time cultivating. 

Years go by, and their practice deepens, not into insight territory, 
but into epoxy-like faith and further fixation on content. They learn how 
to "talk Buddhist." They le;u n die "culture" of Buddhism in just the 
same way that they learned the culture of transpersonal therapy, 
transaction^il ;m;ilysis or French existeiiti;ilisni. They become lascinated 
widi dieir growing knowledge of Pali, dieir fancy brass bell from Nepal, 
or their knowledge of Tantric iconography. They have taken 
Bodhisattva vows 108 times. 

They may become neurotic about "right speech" and self-righteous 
about "Noble Silence." They may begin to adopt the gently 
condescending ;md overly deliberate speech patterns ;md ni;uinerisnis 
that quiedy scream, "I am sooooo spiritual and aware!" They may 
become fixated on complex, arbitrary, restrictive and even 
disempowering models of what is "proper Buddhist behavior," trying to 
be a "good Buddhist," whatever that is. In short, they become very 
religious. At worst, they become gaudy and distorted caricatures of the 
spiritual Ufe. Such people are generally very tiring to be around. 
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They may even get sucked into tlie all too common trap of praying 
for a "better rebirth" and "making merit" rather than actually trying to 
master the art of meditation and wise living here and now. In short, the 
trappings, dogma and scene become eveiydiing, ;md penetrating the 
illusions that bind them on the wheel of suffering is lost in die shuffle. 

At its worst, they c;m go on like this for enough time so diat drey 
develop quite a retreat resume but litde or no insight, and dien get 
caught by this. They have been to India, sat vwth this teacher and that 
teacher, had Tantric initiations, or been sitting for twenty years. They 
begin to become fascinated by all of this ;md someho\v they begin to feel 
"wise" despite the fact that they may have no insight whatsoe\'er into the 
univers;il tiudi of diings because diey never actually le;uned insight 
practice. They use the word "emptiness" in casual conversation when 
they don't have Clue One what it means. But they feel they do, as tiiey 
have spent so much time hearing it, "meditating" on it, and being 
spiritual. They talk about "letting go" and "mindfulness" as if they are 
the experts. 

They may even begin to teach, and to do so they find diemselves 
having to subtiy or overtiy rationalize drat drey completely understand 
what they are teaching. After all, they want to encourage faith in their 
beautiful tradition, and so try to appear clear and unconfused. They get 
stuck here, stuck in the muck of their ration;ilizations, the misapplied 
lingo, the sugarcoated dogma, die role of teacher, and the cultural 
trappings diat diey have become experts in. From diis point it c;m 
become nearly impossible for diem to actually learn anydiing, as diey 
are now trapped in the very teachings that were originally designed to 
free them from just such a situation. 
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How did this happen? How did tliey substitute knowledge of 
culture, content and dogma for fundamental insight? A large number of 
such people are quite intelligent. Many have successful careers or 
graduate degrees. Most of the big name teachers tliey sat with probably 
had some insight and may have been highly enlightened. So what 
happened? I can only speculate, but perhaps something good will come 
of such speculation. 

It could just be that they are into spiritual scenes, ti appings, and the 
like. That is what they went looking for, and they found it in dizzying 
abundance. It could be that they had no idea what diey were getting into 
or what diey wanted, And so they ended up becoming fascinated with 
these diings simply out of cultural inertia, as many around them will 
likely have done so. 

An old friend and former meditation teacher of mine and I were 
ranting in our typically passionate style about this very topic one day, 
and we came up witii the "Mushroom Theory." Mushrooms are fed 
manure and kept in the dark, imd we speculated that p^u t of the 
problem was diat some meditation teachers were using the "mushroom 
method" of teaching, thus raising a crop of "mushroom meditators," all 
soft and pale. This is actually a bit of an extreme way to describe the 
situation, and is not meant to imply that the teachers were being 
malicious. However, there is this cultural factor in Western Buddhism 
tiiat real insight, insight into the fundamental nature of realit}' or the 
Three Chaiacteristics, is almost never t^ilked about directiy, unlike in 
Burma or some other settings. My friend and I called tiiis cultural factor 
the "Mushroom Factor." 

Thus, most teachers won't say something as blatant as, "Well, when 
I was meditating, I spent some period of time lost in tiie stories and tape 
loops of my mind. This was terrible and I got nowhere but nutt}'. 
However, one day a senior teacher straightened me out imd somehow 
convinced me to ground my mind in the specific sensations that make 
up the objects of meditation and examine impermanence. After some 
days of consistent and diligent practice using good technique, I began to 
directiy penetrate the three illusions of permanence, satisfactoriness and 
self, and my world began to be broken down into the mind moments 
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and vibrations tiiat I always tliought were just talk. By paying careful 
attention to bare phenomena arising and passing quick moment after 
quick moment, I progressively moved through the stages of insight and 
got my first taste of enlightenment. Thus, if you spin in content and 
don't penetrate the three illusions, you are \vasting your time and mine. 
This is just die way it is. If you develop stiong concentration on tiie 
primary object and investigate tire Three Characteristics consistently, 
this wUl almost certainly produce insight. This is just the way it is. Any 
questions?" 

Most meditation teachers won't say this, and there are some reasons 
why. First, they may not wish to alienate their student base. One reason 
for tills may come from tiie teacher hoping that if students ju e led into 
this gentiy and with great tolerance for tiieir gross misinterpretations of 
the practice and teachings then they may be able to persevere. Another 
possible reason may have to do with the fact that making a living as a 
dharma teacher can be tough, and more students means more 
donations. In short, tiie re^ilit^' of what practice really is and entails 
doesn't tend to sell well despite tiie potenti;il for extiaordinaiy benefits, 
as students tend to like tiieir delusions and fascinations more tiian tiiey 
realize. 

Teachers may also want to hold back the details of what real insight 
is like so tiiat they can more accurately evaluate students' practice 
witln)ut lia\ing to worr}- about students rationalizing that they are 
experiencing whatever it is tiie teacher is talldng about. Disclosure of the 
details of what insight is actually like can result in students giving 
spurious reports in interviews either out of their own confusion or a 
genuine desire to fool the teacher and make themselves look good. 

These situations definitely happen, but probably not iie;uiy as often 
as people completely missing the boat on what is insight practice and 
what is just w^illowing in tiie muck of tiieir mind and perhaps becoming 
even more neurotic about it. Thus, my friend and I decided that we 
would talk about insight, our practice, and this sort of thing when we 
taught. It turns out that doing this is harder than it would seem. Some 
hints about why we generally failed to completely li\'e up to our own 
ideals will be given later in the chapter called More on the "Mushroom 
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Factor". However, we have botli done our best to fight tire trend and 
talk about the stages of insight and what is possible on the spiritual path. 

Another possible reason why people don't learn to actually practice 
correctly is that many people are not on retreat or in the meditation 
class to learn what the teachers have to teach. This may be for a variety 
of reasons. Perhaps diey ;u e just tliere to find somediing else, such as 
time away from some situation, but are not there to find what the 
teachers are teaching. Some students may have so much invested in 
their level of education and high position that they just can't hear what 
the teachers are talking about, or they hear it and think, "Oh, yes, I 
myself have read many books and fully understand that trivial little point 
about impermanence, but when do we get to enlightenment?" Yikes! 

Some students may be tliere to furtlier tlieir psychotlierapy, which 
can be a fine and worthy goal. However, they may assume that the 
meditation teacher is probably the best psychotherapist they could have. 
They may diink, "After all, they are enlightened, aren't they? They must 
be completely s;me and balanced. They must know about how to have 
die perf ect relationship, how to find the prefect job, how to invest in the 
stock market, how to talk to dieir modier, how to end world hunger, 
how to rebuild a carburetor, and all other such details of wise living on 
this Earth. After all, isn't enlightenment about understanding 
everydiing?" Gadzooks! 

A quick digression here: enlightenment is about understanding the 
fundament;il nature of all diings, and what diey happen to be is 
ultimately completely and utterly irrelevant to enlightenment Thus, very 
enlightened beings understand something fundamental about whatever 
arises or however their lives manifest, i.e. its impermanence, 
unsatisfactoriness, and emptiness, as well as all of the stuff about the 
True Self, which is the same thing and will be discussed later. However, 
diey have no more luiowledge about die specifics of die world, i.e. 
content or subject matter, than they have acquired in just the way that 
anyone else acquires knowledge about the specifics of this world. They 
can even have all sorts of psychological baggage to deal with, and this is 
probably the norm. 

Enlightened beings will luiow a lot about the territoiy of insight, 
having had to navigate it to get enlightened, but this is a strangely 
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specialized skill and a fairiy esoteric body of knowledge diat is only 
really useful in helping odiers navigate it. True, being enlightened does 
provide by degrees deeper levels of extreme clarity into the workings of 
die mind, and this can be helpful. By understanding their own mind, 
diey will have some level of insight into the basics of the minds of 
others. 

However, unless die meditation teacher is a trained psychotiierapist, 
they are not a psychotherapist and probably shouldn't pretend to be 
one, though this unfortunately happens far too often in my humble 
opinion. Just so, a trained psychotherapist is not enlightened unless tiiey 
get enlightened and shouldn't pretend to understand insight practice if 
they don't. This also happens fai^ too often if you ask me, iuid die d;u k 
irony is tiiat they tend to charge much more tiian real, qualified dhai nia 
teachers. (Note: the Buddha was quite adamant about no one charging 
for the teachings, which are considered priceless. This system of non- 
obligatory donation and mutual support has worked ([uite well for 2,,500 
years, and it would be a tragic mistake to assume that it cannot function 
in the West.) 

Using retreats or meditation purely as a form of continuing 
psychotherapy may have other problems associated with it. One may 
not be in the guidance of a trained therapist and may not be used to the 
mind noise amplification factor that silence and a lack of distractions 
tend to create in an absence of grounding the mind in a meditation 
object. Furtiier, one may not gfiin die benefits of the only thing that does 
make a permanent difference in ending fundamental suffering and 
bringing the quiet joy of understanding: mastering insight practice and 
getting enlightened. 

Another cjuick digression here: tiiere is this odd idea that somehow 
a lack of effort is a good thing, or that it is bad to want to get 
enlightened. This is completely absurd ;md has p;u;ilyzed die practice of 
far too many. I believe tiiis has come from an extremely confused 
misunderstanding of Zen or the Bodhisattva Vow. No one ever got 
enlightened without effort. This never happened and never will happen. 
Anyone who has really gotten into Zen or Mahayana teachings will 
know firstiiand tiiat they both reciuire a tremendous amount of effort 
just like every other spiritual path. As one of my teacher's teachers put 
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it, "In the end, you must give up e\'en the desire for enlightenment, but 
not too soon!" Sutta #131 in The Middle Length Discourses ol tlie 
Buddha is called "One Fortunate Attachment," and in it the Buddha 
clearly states that maldng ef fort to realize the truth of your experience is 
an extremely good idea. He also goes on and on about the Three 
Ch;uacteristics; funny diat. 

Anotlier reason tliat students often fail to make progress is that they 
confuse content and insight I suspect that they are confused because 
they have spent their whole lives thinking about content, learning about 
content, and dealing widi content in a context where content matters, 
i.e. \vhen one is not doing insight practice. You can't take a spelling test 
in first grade imd say diat all diat is import;mt is diat words come and go, 
don't satisfy and aren't 3'ou. This just won't fly and wouldn't be 
appropriate. Just so, when practicing morality, the first and most 
fundamental training in spirituality, content is everything, or at least as 
fai^ as training in morality' can take you. You can't be a mass murderer 
and rationalize this by diinldng, "Well, they were all impermanent, 
unsatisf actory and empt\', so why not kill 'em?" This just won't fly 
eidier, and so content and spirituality get cjuite connected. This is good 
to a point: see the chapter called Right Thought and The Aegean 
Stables. 

Fixation on content even works w ell when practicing the second 
training, training in concentration. When meditation students are 
le;uning to concentiate, diey are told to concentrate on specific things, 
like die breadi, a Green Tara (a tantric "deity"), or some odier such 
thing. This is content. There is no such thing as the breath or a Green 
Tara from the point of view of insight practices, as these are just fresh 
sti eams of impermanent and absolutely transitoiy sensations that are 
crudely labeled "breadi" or "Green Tara." But for the purpose of 
developing the second ti iiining, concenti ation, this is ignored ;md diese 
impermanent sensations are crudely labeled "breadi" or "Green Tara." 
Thus, even for pure concentration practice, what you are concentrating 
on, i.e. content, matters. Thus, the idea that content is everything is 
reinforced. 

However, when it conies to insight practice, content will get you 
nowhere fast. In insight practice, everything the student has learned 
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about being lost in tlie names of tilings and tlioughts about tliem, i.e. 
content, will be completely useless and an impediment. Here the 
inquiry must turn to impermanence, suffering and no-self. These 
characteristics must be understood clearly and directly in \vhate\'er 
sensations arise, be diey beautiful, ugly, helpful, not helpful, sldllful, not 
skillful, holy, profVme, dull, or odierwise. Anydiing other than this is just 
not insight practice, never was and never will be. 

It doesn't matter what the quality of your mind is, or what the 
sensations of your body are, if you directly understand the momentary 
sensations that make these up to be impermanent, unsatisfactory And 
not self, then you are on die right path, the path of liberating insight. 
However, as mentioned before, off the cushion the cjuiilit}' of your 
mind, your reactions, your words and deeds all matter. These are not in 
conflict Insight practice is about ultimate reality, the ultimate nature of 
reality, and thus the specifics don't matter. Morality and concentration 
are about relative reality , and thus the specifics are everything. Learning 
to be a master of both the ultimate and the relative is what this is all 
about. 

Anotiier reason tiiat people don't make progress is tiiat they may be 
being taught by people who have no or Httie insight, and so are taught by 
those who are themselves fascinated by content and unskilled in going 
beyond this into insight practices. The scaiy tiutli is tiiat tiiere ;u e fiu^ 
more people teaching insight meditation tiiat don't luiow what insight is 
tii;m tiiose tiiat do, tiiough tiiis tends to be less tiue in big, established 
retreat centers. Thus, even if tiie students learn what tiiey are taught, if 
those who do not know are teaching them, then what they learn is 
unlikely to be correct or helpful. While the teacher may have learned to 
p;u rot the language of ultimate realit^^ this is absolutely no substitute for 
direct knowledge of it. In the ti adition I come from, tiiey consider tiie 
second stage of enlightenment (Second Patii, see Part III) to generally 
be the minimum level of understanding for a teacher. This is a very 
reasonable standard. 

Another possible reason that people get lost and don't follow the 
clear and basic instructions of insight practices is that they just c;m't 
belie\'e that doing something as completely simple as looking into the 
impermanence, unsatisfactoriness, and emptiness of the mundane 
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sensations tiiat make up tiieir ordinary world could produce awakening. 
It just sounds ridiculous to them, and thus they imagine that there are 
secret teachings somewhere that are the real way to enlightenment. 

Thus, they may not try at all, may practice in their "()\vn way," or 
may keep trying to read more into tiie teachings tii^m is tiiere and come 
up witii tiieir own special nonsense. These unhelpful ways of speculating 
can become very engaging, but tiiey won't produce insight. These 
speculations can also lead to people trying to do very advanced practices 
that were originally designed for meditators that had already mastered 
concentiation and insight practices to a pronounced degree (such as 
intensive Tantric retreats), and thus not deriving the full benefit from 
tiiem or running into otiier problems. 

How do I know that solely content-based practice won't produce 
insight? Because there are only Three Doors to ultimate reality, that's 
why, and they are utterly unrelated to content, though they can be found 
in ;ill content if the content aspect is ignored. (Actually, tiiere is sort of a 
fourtii door tiiat is accessible to very realized beings, see the Appendix.) 
"Only Three Doors? But tiiere ;ue tiiousjmds of practices, many 
traditions! How can you say there are only Three Doors?" 

There are only Three Doors, thaf s how. I don't care what tradition 
you subscribe to, what practice you do, or who you are, there are only 
three basic ways to enter into the attainment of ultimate reality, 
emptiness, Nin ana, or whatever you want to call it. These doors relate 
directiy to profound ^md direct understandings of tiie Three 
Characteristics of impermanence, suffering and no-self, and you have to 
understand the heck out of these to enter into the ranks of the Noble 
Ones. 

"But tiiere ;u e many valid traditions that do not t;ilk about die Three 
Characteristics!" It may appear so, but if the tradition is a valid tradition 
you will find tiiese teachings in there somehow, in some otiier hmguage 
or formulation, as tiiese are tiie only way. You will fmd them in die 
works of Rumi, Kabir and Krishnamurti. You will find them in the 
Bible and Koran. You will find them in the writings of St. John of the 
Cross and many other Christian mystics. You \vill find them in all of the 
branches of Buddhism. You will find them in tiie Upanisliads. You wiU 
find tiieni in the writings of Carios Castaneda. You wiU find them 
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wherever you find a true spiritual patli, and tliat is just all tliere is to it. It 
can help to consider that to completely understand compassion is to 
understand suffering and vice versa, as these are really two sides of the 
same coin. Also, to understand True Self practices is die s;ime as 
understanding no-self practices, as these are also two sides of the same 
coin. 

"But we are tantric practitioners, and tlie Three Characteristics are 
merely a low-brow Hinayana teaching." Tantra primarily cultivates the 
emptiness door, that of no-self, which is one of the Three 
Characteristics. It can also be useful for transmuting energy into more 
skillf ul forms, a bit of which will be discussed later. However, those who 
consider diemselves to be maliayanists or vajray;maists should read die 
fine print. You will find that all Three Characteristics are tliere, and in 
fact that you are highly encouraged to master the "Hinayana" practices 
before moving on to the Mahayana or Vajrayana practices anyway. I 
strongly suggest cliecldiig out L;mia Yeslie's Introduction to Tantra . 
Further, the Hinayana is often confused with the Tlieravada, and while 
diere ;u e siniihuities, die Tlieravada is much more extensive dian die 
Tibetan division of die Hinayana and contains extensive teachings on 
compassion and emptiness as well as helping others, but this is a topic 
for another time. 

In short, should you enter ultimate re;dity or emptiness, it will be 
through one of the Three Doors. This is just the way it is. It is not 
negotiable. The nature of tiie mind and realit\' Jii e just the nature of die 
mind and reality. You cannot change this, but you can understand it. 

"But we are Zen students. We realize Buddha Nature! We don't 
need the Three Characteristics, as we sit zazen!" Read any good book 
on Zen, such as those by Dogeii, Clii-nul, or the excellent Zen Mind. 
Beginner's Mind , by Shunnoi Suzuld. The Three Characteristics ;u"e in 
there in abund;mce, ;md those who think tiiey can enter ultimate reality 
in some other way are fooling diemselves. Paying direct attention to 
bare reality with clarity and precision will result in directly observing the 
Three Characteristics regardless of whether or not you wish to call them 
that, as they are absolutely the truth of all conditioned things in all times 
and in all beings. 
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Thus, the practice, tradition, and all ol tliat, i.e. content, are 
irrelevant in the end. However, you need them right up until the last 
moment, so don't think that I am advocating not following a tradition. I 
am just advocating actually following the tradition correctly and thus 
clearly penetrating into tiie nature of your actual experience just as it is. 
Notliing helps in die end hut understanding the fundamental nature of 
reality, i.e. the Three Characteristics. 

It may often be true that people simply are not in a position where 
insight practices are appropriate for them. Insight practices are not for 
everyone. One of the cleai" m;u ks of whether or not they are 
appropriate for someone is their abilit}- to even do them in the first 
place. If despite clear instiuctions and appropriate support a would-be 
insight meditator is simply unable to do anything but spin in content and 
fixation, they should try something else until such time as they can hear, 
understand and then follow the extremely basic but specific instructions 
of insight practices. 

The last and perhaps most pernicious of die reasons tiiat students 
don't re;illy apply tiiemselves is tiiat tiiey don't actually believe it c;m be 
done, tiiat they could actually get enlightened or tiiat anyone else except 
a rare few get enlightened. Further, if they do know of an potentially 
enlightened person, such as a Hneaged teacher, that person typically 
becomes thought of as being "other," an aberration, one of "tiiose over 
tiiere," one of the chosen ones, and somehow surreal, like an imagined 
denii-god. 

This has been a terrible problem since tiie very beginning of all 
mystical traditions, and is unfortunately unlikely to go away any time 
soon. Part of this is due to the "Mushroom Factor," but there are many 
other complex reasons for it. Suffice to say, it can be done and is done 
today by students using these simple practices. Find someone 
enlightened who is willing to t;ilk more about tiiis if you w;mt specific 
examples, and see tiie chapter called More on tlie "Mushroom Factor." 
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Many of the possible reasons for why people can get so into 
"Buddhism" in every way except clear, well-defined, focused and 
precise practice are directly related to a lack of a clear goal. If you have 
no clear idea of what you want or why you are doing something, then 
the results aie likely to be just as murky, \'ague, and fragmented. Why 
are you doing all of diis? This is a very important question. 

People may wish to go on a retreat and have the whole thing be 
relaxing and blissful. This can actually be attained temporarily if diey 
then gain some mastery of concentration practices, though their clarity 
win almost certainly shatter the instant they leave the retreat, as 
concentration practices produce no long-term stability? on dieir own. 
However, diey may drink diat diey wish to get enlightened by doing 
insight practices. Insight practices involve hard work and clear, non- 
anesthetized examination of suffering, among other things. Thus, these 
two goals of maintaining bliss and developing insight simultaneously are 
in direct conflict, and the studenf s practice will surely be conflicted. 
This is just one of many possible examples. 

Having a clear goal is absolutely fundamental to die practice in more 
ways tiian may be initi;illy obvious. In fact, if you understood your actual 
reality right now clearly enough to get to the root of why you were doing 
all of this and where all this motion of mind comes from, you would be 
highly reiilized. You would penetrate to the he^u^t of compassion and 
suffering, of ignorance and emptiness, and be fin;dly free. 

I do not write tiris lightiy. It is completely \ital tirat your motivation 
be as clearly understood as possible as it actually is and that of its 
energy be channeled into realizing you goals. Wishy-washy jiractice 
brings wishy-washy results, and determined, well-guided, brave, and 
wholehearted practice may bring tiie desired results. 

Knowing what is possible helps, i.e. what each of die ti ^iinings can 
and cannot accomplish. I will spell out die details of such tilings in P^irt 
III. The specifics of our goal may change witii time as we become more 
familiar with the realities of these, but the core motivation for all of this 
never changes. That is quite a statement, given that all things are 
impermanent, and about as big a hint as can be given. Whatever 
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ultimate trutii you want on tiie spiritual patii is to be found in tiie 
sensations of the wanting itself. 

Thus, don't look out there except to find wise guidance about how 
to lool<. inward, for \vliat you are looldng for is "ne;uer tlian near." It is 
in die looking. It is in die motivation. It is in die suffering, which is why 
diis was the First Noble Trudi that the Buddha taught. He went right for 
die heart of die tiling. It is in die question itself , which is why koan 
training can work. The experience of the question contains the answer 
to the content of the question. It is in the undying love that drives our 
eveiy wish for happiness. 

Stiiuigely, the process of creating die illusory sense of a self ai ises 
out of compassion, but confused compassion, which is desire. This may 
sound odd, but it is as if tiiere was an eddy in reality tiiat befuddled 
empty and compassionate awareness, which is not a thing nor separate 
from things. Thus, somehow it seems that there is something to defend, 
some sep;u ate self that must be protected. Thus, out of confused 
compassion, barriers and defense mechanisms continue to be erected to 
defend tiiis territory, tiiis illusion of a separate self. Spiritu;il practices 
are designed to systematically debunk tiiis illusion and penetrate tiiese 
barriers by providing clarity, whereas all of the traditions can easily 
become part of these barriers, cultures to defend, knowledge to assume 
is self or owned by self, and tiiat sort of tiling. 

It is as if realit}' got caught in an unfortunate loop, and this is what 
we have to work witii, as tiiis loop of illusory duality' thinks it is us. The 
natural tendency, given "our" lack of clarity, is to continue to defend tiiis 
"self' out of compassion and a lack of understanding that there never 
was such a thing. This defense and identification is the process of ego. 
Interestingly enough, all of the phenomena that make up this process, 
i.e. all of the "defilements," are themselves enipt}', intrinsically luminous 
and non-dual, tiiough tiiey seem otiienvise by tiieir own contiiv^mce. 
Teachings such as "you aie already enlightened, but you lia\'e yet to 
realize it" point to this (see Moon in a Dcwdro}). I hc Writings ol Zcii 
Master Dogen . edited by Kazuaki Tanahashi, for a particularly 
profound discussion of the uses of tiiis dangerous point of view). Thus, 
realization is not something created but instead is discovered as being an 
intrinsic aspect of phenomena. 
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Thus, witli enough stability and clarity (concentration and wisdom), 
this natural, compassionate process of manifestation can begin to 
function more skillfully, as it has better information to go on, and can 
begin to see that creating the illusion of a separate, perm;ment self \vas 
not at A\ helpful (diough it seemed to be). At this point, "it" will then let 
go of die illusion it has been perpetuating and return to understanding 
its natural state, which is freedom and non-duality. 

This is something that absolutely cannot be accomplished by an act 
of win. It only arises when the level of clarity is high enough and the 
heart accepting enough of diings as they are. One might say that Grace 
favors the well-trained mind. The pronounced tenaciousness of diis 
process of defending ;m illusory ;md ju biti ^uy "self demonstrates 
clearly just how much compassion and how much confusion diere is in 
this. Work to see clearly so that the knot may begin to untie itself. 

I include all of this in the section called "A Clear Gk)al" because the 
ven' sense of a dri\ e to find something is actually die thing it is seeldng. 
The moti\'ation is looldng for itself. In diose sensations themselves is 
somediing veiy pow'erful and ;mi;izing. However, in order to see diis, a 
shift has to happen in which die drive becomes driven to understand the 
sensations of that drive itself rather than looking to future sensations for 
satisfaction. This is a completely unintuitive thing to do, and this is one 
reason \vliy meditation practices can seem so awkward sometimes. 
However, the fact that the drive or the goal cont;iiiis its o\mi solution is 
the reason wliy diere is such relendess emphasis on being present to 
what is happening now. If we can get diis drive to just chill on its future 
fixation and simply understand itself, insight is close at hand. 

If you feel frustrated that your practice has not been as energized or 
as clear as you wish it to be, first sit with the fullness of that wish, \vitli 
die fullness of that frustration, widi die fullness of your fears, with the 
fullness of your hopes, widi die fullness of tiiat suffering and 
compassion, as clearly and bravely as you possibly can until you 
understand them to their very depths as they actually are. Channel all of 
this energy into clear, precise, kind and focused living and practice. 

Since this whole book is clearly goal-oriented, I tiiought tiiat it w'ould 
be appropriate to add a few guidelines about formulating specific goals 
and working towards mastery that can help reduce the problems that 
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poorly conceived goals can cause. Goals tend to involve a heavy future 
component. The trick is to add a component that relates to the Here 
and Now as well. 

For instance, one could wish to hecome enlightened. This is a 
purely fiiture-oriented goal. One could also wish to understjmd tlie true 
nature of the sensations tliat make up one's world so clearly that one 
becomes enlightened. This adds a present component and tlius makes 
the whole thing much more reasonable and workable. One could 
simply wish to deeply understand the true nature of the sensations that 
make up one's world as diey ;mse in diat practice session or during drat 
day. This is a very immediate and present-oriented go;il, and a ven' line 
one indeed. It is also method-oriented rather than result-oriented. This 
is the mark of a good goal. 

Similarly, one could try to be kind, honest or generous that day, try 
to appreciate interdependence that day, or try to stay really concentrated 
on some object for that practice session. These present ;md method- 
oriented goals are the foundation upon which great practice is based. 
Purely future-oriented goals are at best mosdy worthless and at worst 
very dangerous. 

Wishing to become enlightened or more enlightened is only helpful 
if it helps one live in the present as it is. The same goes for training in 
morality and concentration, as ;u ticulated in Part I. A good friend of 
mine once forgot these basic rules of gofil-oriented prac tic e and strived 
with great energ}' for mondis to att^iin a goal diat had nodiing to do with 
die reality drat he was experiencing at drat time. The results were 
disastrous and the dark consequences of his error ring on to this day. 
Don't get burned by the shadow side of goal-oriented practice. Avoid 
competition and comparing your practice to others. Stay present- 
oriented whenever possible, ;md ahvays avoid purely future-oriented or 
results-oriented goals! Al^o, be cfireful what you ask for. You just might 
get it but with a price you could never have imagined. 

It should be noted that thoughts of the past and future occur now. 
These sensations are worthy of investigation. "Future mind" is only a 
problem if the sensations that make it up are not understood as they 
are. A fun practice to tn' is consciously thinldng thoughts whose content 
is past- or future-oriented and noticing that they occur now. There is 
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something particularly profound about tliis tliat might be missed on first 
inspection. 

While I am on the subject of goal-oriented practice, I should say a 
few words about ho\v to avoid overdoing it. First, if those ;u ()und you, 
particularly those \vith a lot of experience in meditation and tiie spiritual 
life, ;u e telling you tiiat you should chill out a bit, they are probably 
saying it for good reason. Ask tiiem why they tiiink tirat and take tireir 
opinions into consideration. Now, it is true that sometimes people will 
tell you to chiU out on your practice a bit just because of their own envy 
of your determination and diligence, but I haven't found this to be a 
common occurrence. 

When on intensive reti eats, tiiere are a few basic ways to sail a bit 
too fai" out tirere too fast. The first is to stop eating. It is true tlrat tiiere is 
a long and glorious tradition of people fasting when doing spiritual 
practice, but generally they do so because they want to bring on severely 
altered states of consciousness. Fasting when meditating is ;m effective 
technicjue for doing this. Should you be doing insight practices, altered 
states ;u e not your intended focus, ;md so tiiese ;u e more likely to be 
distracting than helpful. Further, severely altered states of consciousness 
can sometimes be very disruptive and hard to process, leading to what 
might be considered by some to be temporary insanity. If you are the 
sort of person who would drop LSD when out in public, then the 
altered states that fasting might bring on would probably not be a 
problem for you. On the other h;md, if you ju e on reti eat witii otiier 
people, consideration for tire fact tirat tiiey may not want to deal witii tire 
potential side effects of your vision-quest is warranted. 

Another way to go way out on the edge is to stop sleeping. Sleep 
deprivation can eventually lead to very altered states of consciousness 
and visionary? experiences. The exact same considerations tliat come 
into play witii not eating apply. While it may be tiue tiiat when doing 
intensive practice tiie need for sleep may go down to perhaps 4-6 hours 
or sometimes less, try to get at least some sleep every night. 

There are those that are such macho meditators that they will try to 
sit for very long periods of time, say 10 to 24 hours. While this might 
seem like a really brave tiling to do, a real tribute to one's 
determination, I don't see the point. I have managed to make very rapid 
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progress when on intensive retreats where tire longest sit I did was 4 
hours and most were less than 1.5 hours. However, if one sits long 
enough and really pushes the investigation with heroic effort, one can 
get into states of consciousness that are quite volatile. It can be very 
difficult to ground back down And integrate what comes out of that sort 
of exti eme practice. Again, out of consideration for your mind and 
body, as well as for tliose around you on retreat who may not want to 
deal with your potential inability to integrate and control the energy that 
can be generated from that sort of practice, consider moderation in 
sitting. 

Lastly, there are some who will try to mix mind-altering substances 
and meditation. This c;m seem like easy and fast padi. In fact, diere 
are coundess traditions tliat use diese as an integral part of dieir padi. 
However, there are numerous strong warnings against doing this at aU or 
against doing this without the guidance of those that really know what 
diey ;u e doing and when not in the proper setting (e.g. fiu^ out in die 
desert widi no one around except a friend to keep you safe ;md no big 
cliffs or weapons nearby). I have found diat simply doing re;illy 
consistent insight or concentration practices well can quickly produce 
altered states and strange experiences that have taken me to the very 
brink of what I could handle skillfully and sometimes beyond, many of 
which I vrill discuss in Part III, so I don't see die need for using mind 
idtering substances. Furdier, diere are reasons to le^uii to see things 
from dif f erent points of view on our own power so that diese diings may 
become a part of who and what we are radier dian some transient side 
effect brought on by tinkering with our neurochemistry. 

In short, those on the path of heroic effort can easily get side 
tracked into ritualistic displays that seem like heroic effort, but they are 
not. Heroic effort on die insight path means heroic investigation of die 
Three Characteristics of die sensations tiiat ni;ilce up our experience, 
whatever tiiey may be. Thus, my advice when on an insight meditation 
retreat is to really power the investigation all day long, whether you are 
sitting, walking, reclining, standing, eating, washing, etc. G^t enough 
sleep. Eat \vell to keep up your health. Take care of your body, 
particularly your knees and back. 
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Should tliose witli more experience tlian you in tliese matters 
consistently tell you to back off on the effort just a bit, give it a try. I have 
occasionally done otherwise and regretted it. William Blake wrote that 
we do not know what is enough unless we know what is more than 
enough. Unfortunately, most insight meditators will not put forth 
enough effort to know eidier. How'ever, should you find tliat you are 
simply cooking yourself through too much effort, learn from your 
mistakes and foUow the middle path. 

The last point about having a clear goal I make reluctantly, as I am 
afraid that I will justify the very thing I wish to speak out against. Here 
goes... 

I he;uxl someone speculating tiiat Zen might have developed as 
being very austere and drab because of how colorful and unstable Japan 
was during its development, and likewise the Tibetan tradition was very 
colorful and complex because Tibet was so bleak. Burmese Buddhism 
might be so extremely technical, go;il-oriented, efficient and effective 
because tiieir country is such a chaotic mess. Perhaps in just this way, we 
have tiie most go;il-oriented culture in tiie world ;md yet tend towards 
the least goal-oriented, least practical and least effective take on 
Buddhism I have found anywhere. 

It is an unfortunate shadow side of our culture that many of us can 
barely tolerate one more goal to attain, one more hoop to jump 
tiirough, one more exam to pass, one more certification or degree to 
obtain, one more SUV to buy. Perhaps we ;ue cr;ifting a Buddhism in 
which you don't have to really ever accomplish anytiiing so as to find a 
refuge from our extremely neurotic fixation on achievement. This might 
explain why we often fixate on teachings such as "Effortless effort", 
"There is nothing to att;iin," and postponing enlightenment through the 
Bodhisatt\'a Vow. Believe me, as someone who has two graduate 
degrees and actively involved in a field tiiat recjuires const^mt reading, 
recertification, and training, I am often sick of tire whole achievement 
trip as well. 

On the other hand, I have found that goal-oriented practice 
combined with good instruction and a few good conceptual fr^mieworks 
is lai gely unstoppable b;u ring extreme circumstances. Thus, if you are 
sick of goals to the point that you can't make any room for those that 
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will soon follow, strip down your daily life down so as to make room for 
the drive to master the states and stages of the path. Take more 
vacations, back off on the career-ladder climbing a Httle, and make time 
to re;illy bust out some serious meditative accomplishments. The 
Buddha was lurown for saying that there was nothing so valuable in this 
world as mastering the dharma. I couldn't agree more. 
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17. Harnessing the Energy of the "Defilements" 



I am astounded at how many people are completely p^u ^ilyzed in 
their practice because they feel bad about so many ol tlie t^ pes of 
emotional sensations that arise. Unrealistic ideals of the emotional 
perfection that meditation might bring often create an inability to face 
one's actual humanit}? or to continue practicing. The energ}' in 
"undesirable" emotions can actually be used to fuel one's practice, 
which is good, as tliis is much of what we have to work witli. 

This pai alysis happens because people tend to feel that "bad" 
emotions should not arise and are worthless and embarrassing. While 
there is a lot to be said for repressing the "defilements," there is iilso a 
lot to be said for using their tremendous energ}' in ways that are skillful. 
Basically, until we are very enlightened, some odd mixture of 
compassion and confusion motivates everything we do, as mentioned 
elsewhere, and so we have to learn to work with this. Further, these 
potentially useful emotional energies will continue to arise like the 
weather, even in very enlightened beings (contrary to popular belief), so 
we must learn how to deal widi diem and use diem well. 

Remember diat diese practices and teachings are not about 
becoming some kind of emotionally devoid, non-existent entity, but 
about clearly understanding the truth of our humanity and Ufe. 
Becoming fluent in the true nature of all categories of sensations, 
including the sensations that make up all categories of emotions, is a 
pai ticularly good idea and highly recommended. This might even be 
undertiiken as a systematic practice by diose who lue dedicated to 
diorough understanding. Thus, those doing noting practice, which I 
highly recommend, can note which emotions they are feeling, such as 
fear, boredom, anger, confidence, restiessness, joy, jealousy, etc. 

Further, if the powerful energ}' of die emotional life can be 
harnessed to energize our practice, diis cim be extremely helpful. Some 
level of skill and moderation is required here, a middle way between 
defilement restraint and energ}? transmutation. Eitiier extreme can be 
harmful or helpful depending on how much wisdom the student has, 
how good their teachers are, and how well the student listens to their 
teachers. 



ILunessing the Energy of the "Defilements" 

It should be noted tliat tliose who are passionate about practice and 
learning to actually practice correctly are much more likely to make 
progress than those who are not. Those who are able to channel all their 
rage, frustration, lust, greed, despair, confusion and anguish into trying 
to find a better way are the only ones who are likely to have what it takes 
to finally att^iin freedom. Those who are actually able to sit \vith the 
specific sensations that make up rage, lust, anger, confusion and all tire 
rest with clarity, precision, acceptance of their humanity, and equanimity 
are even more likely to get enlightened. This paragraph deserves to be 
read more than once. 

It is common for be people to feel bad about tlieir lack of progress. 
This c;m cause diem to feel extiemely frustrated, and produce all sorts 
of self-judgment, jealousy, extremes of blind faidi, and rigid adherence 
to dogma. It can paralyze a student's practice if they get caught in these 
or in thinking that desire for enlightenment is a problem when in fact it 
is the most compassionate \vish that someone could have for diemselves 
or odiers. The \vhole trick is to channel this energy into actu^il practice 
using good techniciue radier than coinp;uison or dioughts about 
progress. Simply examine die sensations that make up all of diis 
frustration and comparison, i.e. don't stop investigating when certain 
categories of sensations arise. 

Try this litde exercise the next time some kind of sti oiig ;md 
seemingly useless or uiisldllful emotion arises. First, stabilize precisely 
on die sensations diat iiiiike it up and perhaps even billow diese to 
become stronger if this helps you to examine diem more clearly. Find 
where these are in the body, and see as clearly as possible what sorts of 
images and story lines are associated with these physical sensations. Be 
absolutely clear about die full magnitude of the suffering in diese, how 
long each lasts, that these sensations are observed and not particularly in 
one's coiitiol. 

Now, find die compassion in it. Take a minute or two (no more) to 
reflect on why this particular pattern of sensations seems to be of some 
use even though it may not seem completely useful in its current form. 
Is there a wish for yourself or others to be happy in these sensations? Is 
there a wish for die world to be a better place? Is there a wish for 
someone to understand soniediing important? Is there a wish for things 
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to be better tlian tliey are? Is tliere a wish to find pleasure, tranquility, or 
the end of suffering? Sit with these questions, with the sensations that 
make them up, allowing them to be strong enough for to see what is 
going on but not so strong that you become completely overwhelmed by 
them. 

Notice diat fe^u^ has in it die desire to protect us or diose about 
whom we care. Anger wants die world to be happy and work well or for 
justice to be done. Frustration comes from the caring sensations of 
anger being thwarted. Desire is rooted in the wish to be happy. 
Judgment comes from the wish for diiiigs to conform to high standards. 
Sadness comes from the sense of how good things could be. I could go 
on like diis for a w'liole book. 

Actively reflecting along these lines, sit witii tiiis compassionate wish, 
acknowledge it, and feel the compassionate aspect of it. Allow the actual 
sensations that seem to be fundamental to wanting to be directiy 
understood as and where they are. Remember that this same quality of 
compassion is in all beings, in all their unskillful and confused attempts 
to find happiness ;md die end of suff ering. Sit for a bit with this 
reflection as it relates directiy to your experience. 

Then, examine the mental sensations related to the object that you 
either wish for (attraction), wish to get away from (aversion), or wish 
would just be able to be ignored (ignorance) . Ex;uiiiiie realistically if this 
will fundamentally help yoiu self and otiiers and if these changes are 
within your power to bring about. If so, then plan and act with as much 
compassion and kindness as possible. 

Remember then that aU the rest of the suffering of that emotional 
pattern is created by your mind and its confusion, and vow to channel 
its force into developing nioralit}', concentration, and wisdom. 
Reflection on die fact that the emotions have unsldllful components as 
w'ell as sldllful ones can give us a more re^ilistic relationship to our 
hearts, minds and bodies, and allow us to grow in wisdom and kindness 
without blindly shutting ourselves down or chaining ourselves to a wall. 
From a certain point of view, we are all doing our best all the time, and 
die problem is just that w^e do not see clearly enough. 

There is a Tibetan teaching from T^uitra called "The Five Buddha 
Families" or "Five Sky Dancers" that does a good job of dealing with the 
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wide world of emotions aiid tiieir helpful aiid less tiian helpful aspects. 
There is also a Tibetan teaching called "The Six Realms" that can help 
as well. Both of these teachings are too rich and deep to do them justice 
here. If you ;ire interested in tliese fine teachings, you might check out 
Tourne\" Without Goal . Cutting Through Spiritu:il Materialism and 
Transcending Madness , fill by Chogyam Trungpa. 

It should be noted tiiat the fundamental rule when applying 
emotion-derived effort in practice is to actually put it into practice rather 
than thoughts about practice, thoughts about some goal that seems far 
off, thoughts about success or failure, tiioughts about one's stiengths or 
W'Caluiesses, or e\en tln)ughts about putting effort into practice. These 
traps are ;ill too common, blindly w^aste tiie vast power inherent in our 
emotional life, and cause ratiier tiian reduce difficulties. Some of us will 
have to learn the hard way. 

I remember some time ago I when I realized that something I 
tiiought that I had understood quite thoroughly \vas actually only 
parti;illy understood. I was ver}' much less than happy \\ith this, and 
decided to put tiie fullness of tiiis compassionate rage into relentiess, 
focused investigation of tire Three Characteristics during whatever 
periods of time I could find during my day for doing so. It was only two 
months later that I came to understand what I wished to, and I was 
grateful for die power of the emotional life ;md w hat it can lend to 
practice. Remember, tiiere is love and wisdom mixed into even our 
"worst" emotions. If tiiat is w4iat we have to wx)rk witii, let's use it wisely! 

Some may then say, "That is not right motivation! You cannot 
proceed without right motivation!" Well, aside from the fact that this 
simply isn't true, such people trap themselves in a Catch 22. To attain 
this "very pure" motivation, to use dangerous language, one must 
understand wiiat it is that one wants to use tiiis "pure motivation" to 
understand. Thus, w'ere we unable to proceed based upon our 
somewhat deluded motivations, awakening would be impossible by 
definition. 

Luckily, awakening is possible, and the only tool we have is practice 
based upon semi-deluded motivations. I am extremely grateful that this 
seems to be suf ficient if we ju e willing to use what we have rather tiian 
fantasizing about some perfect us that doesn't exist. Without greed. 
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rage, grandiosity, frustration, insecurity, fear and a host of otiier semi- 
deluded forces, we would hardly budge. We wouldn't pick up dharma 
books, we wouldn't go on retreats, we wouldn't deal with our stuff, and 
we woukln't care at all. But we do care, and so we forge on. Thank die 
Metaphoricjil God for tiie power of our emotions ;md tlie pain tire dark 
ones cause. They are the gasoline that drives us on the road to 
understanding. 
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18. Right Thought and the Aegean Stables 



There is a lot of emphasis on "right tliought" and suppressing die 
mental "defilements" in Buddhism, as well as training in morality , "right 
speech" and that sort of thing. As these are agendas for what happens in 
our ordinary realit}', tliey ;u e aspects of training in mor;ilit\'. This 
emphasis on controlling our thoughts can he helpful hut it has it limits 
and often causes prohlems when misunderstood. When diis becomes 
tire predominant tlirust of one's practice and involves images of self- 
perfection that deny the basic realities of human existence and the 
inevitable dark sides of Ufe, trouble is basically guaranteed. 

The Buddha did go on ;md on about restraining thought, 
transforming diought, ^md tliat sort of diing. He was milking a ver}? 
important point, but he didn't stop diere. He Jilso advocated that people 
go on to cultivate concentration and then insight, so as to temporarily 
quiet and then overcome forever the fundamental delusions that drive 
our noisy minds. This same point would apply to psychotherapy: it can 
be useful, but to find die end of suffering we must go much deeper. 

Suti a #20 in The Middle Leiigdi Discourses of the Buddha (great 
book, by the way) is called "The Removal of Distiacting Thoughts." In 
it, Buddha admonished his followers to deal widi unskillful, evil, 
unwholesome or useless thoughts in the following ways. First, if the 
student is paying attention to something that is causing these unskillful 
thoughts, then they should pay attention to soniediing \vliolesonie that 
does not produce unskillful dioughts. If this ftiils, dien diey should 
reflect on die danger in diose dioughts and dius try to condition 
themselves to not tiiink such dioughts in this way. If this fails, dien diey 
should try to forget those thoughts and not give any attention to them. If 
this fails, then they should give attention to quieting the mind and to 
stilling these thoughts. If this fiiils, then die student should bear down 
widi dieir full will and "crush mind widi mind," forcing the thoughts to 
stop widi unremitting and unrestr;iined effort. He also recommended 
die formal concentiation practices of loving-kindness, compassion, 
sympathetic joy, and equanimity (see LovinglviiK hic ss . llie 
Revolutionarv Art of Happiness , by Sharon Salzberg, or Training the 
Mind, by Chogyam Trungpa). 



Right Thought rind the AtgtRii Stables 

Those familiar witli cognitive resti ucturing will notice great 
similarities between this 2,500-year-old approach and more modern 
techniques. These can help develop morality and also suppress the 
hindrances that cause disti action and poor concentration, as well as 
begin to create better ment;il and personal habits. However, tiiis can 
have its problems if not understood in a realistic and cle;u- way. 

A subtie but incorrect modification of tiiese techniques can create a 
large amount of internal conflict, as can failing to understand the 
limitations of such techniques. The subtie modification that is definitely 
not recommended but all too common is the following: the student 
substitutes feelings of self-judgment or self-loathing for the thoughts they 
feel are unskillful. This results from only seeing the ignor^mce side and 
not tire compassion side of intentions and droughts. It can produce 
some extremely detrimental results, as well as highly neurotic and 
repressed individuals who are in basic denial of their actual humanity 
and heart. It can produce students who are (juite bitter, tight, 
judgmental, Puritanical, and generally unpleasant to be around. This is 
one extreme. 

The otiier extreme tends to come when people only focus on tire 
compassion side of their emotions and not the confusion and suffering 
that can be mixed in with them. Aspects of late 1960s come to mind. 
This error can lead to exti eme misunderstandings of T;mti a, unhealthy 
Epicurefmism, addictions, and general debauchery that ;ue simply 
destructive. While tiiis may seem fun And "liberating" for a while, the 
consequences tend to be as bad as would be expected. Thus, a 
sophisticated examination of our hearts, desires, aversions and 
confusions can help sort out what aspects of these are skillful and worth 
cultivating and what aspects are unhelpful and worth abandoning by the 
various methods avfiilable. 

The last problem comes from not understanding that the only way 
to really bring some permanent relief from tiiese persistent and 
somewhat uncontrollable thoughts is to get quite enlightened. Until this 
happens, even in the early stages of awakening, the "defilements" of the 
mind \vill continue to cause the creation of all kinds of unhelpful 
thoughts and mind noise that are easy to get caught in ;md fooled by. 
Thus, while training in thought restraint can be very helpf ul and is highly 
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recommended, it should not be viewed as being more powerful tlian it 
is. Remember that training in morality and concentration does not 
produce awakening without training in insight. This point is mentioned 
again and again, but somehow continues to be overlooked. 

A useful aujilog}' is diat of die Aegean Stables. The story goes diat 
one of Hercules' tasks was to clean the Aegean Stables. These housed a 
very large number of horses diat continually produced great mounds of 
excrement. He tried again and again with superhuman strength to clean 
them, but there were too many horses producing too much excrement 
too fast for him. As soon as he had cleaned one area, the other areas 
were full of manure, and so he desp^iired. However, when he diverted a 
great river through the stables, this was able to wash die whole of the 
stables clean at once, and his task was accomplished. While the 
sensations that make up our reality are stiU misunderstood, we can feel a 
bit like Hercules before he diverted the river. This is par for the course 
and normal. 

Enlightenment is a sudden thing, but the culti\'ation of that initifil 
awfikeiiiiig is a gradual diing ;md proceeds in fairly predictable stages 
(detailed in Part III). For more information on this topic, I recommend 
the excellent works of Chi Nul, presented in I racing Back the Radiance 
as translated by Robert BusweU. At each progressive stage, certain 
unhelpful patterns of identification \vitli experience are forever 
eliminated or overcome, sort of like channeling a river through one part 
of die stables, but many more remain until fni;il and conifilete 
awakening. Thus, die mind becomes progressively clearer, more 
spacious and quieter, and those unskillful thoughts regarding 
identification that do arise are more likely to be caught before they can 
do d;unage. 

Thus, diose who wish for the end of suffering should strive to be 
Idnd, stabilize die mind, ;md c^uefully and precisely understand die 
actual truth of their experience in each moment in a way that goes 
beyond content. 
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19. From Content to Insight 



In the previous chapter, I explained a metliod of cognitive 
restructuring that was designed to help us stop thinking distracting or 
unhelphil thoughts. As those techniques have an agenda for what 
happens, rather than an agenda for perceiving something fundamental 
ahoiit whatever happens, they are an aspect of training in morality? or 
concentiation. However, if we are willing to re^ilize diat we c^m iilso tfike 
an insight-oriented perspective on difficult or distracting tlioughts, either 
on the cushion or when walking around, then we can begin to make the 
transition from content to insight. 

As you would expect, this method is grounded squiuely in die 
Three Chiu acteristics, as well as die odier basic assumptions of insight 
practices, such as one's current sensate experience being the gold 
standard for reality. This method is probably best shown by way of 
examples, in this case of a few people with a Big Issue who are on an 
insight meditation retreat and reporting their experiences to their 
teacher. 

The first exjuiiple is of someone who is completely buying into the 
content. "So, in my practice I have been working tiirough my Big Issue, 
you know, really trying to deal witii it. It just seems to come back again 
and again. Every time I sit on the cushion, I find myself thinking about 
my Big Issue again. This Big Issue is such a big part of my Ufe, such a 
huge issue. I am afriiid tiiat if I look too closely at my Big Issue it will 
overwhelm me. I wish my Big Issue would just go away. I have been 
doing so much practice, and yet I still have to deal witii tiiis d;u iied Big 
Issue." Notice tiiat the person assumes continuity of tlie existence of the 
Big Issue. They also assume that aU thoughts about the Big Issue are 
either self, the property of self, or separate from self. Further, they are 
not \vorking at a sensate level, tiying to see the true nature of die 
tiioughts imd physical sensations that ni;il<.e up the Big Issue and die rest 
of their reiilit}'. In short, die "practice" tiiey mention is some sort of 
practice otiier tiian insight practice. Let's try diat ag^iin. 

"I sat dovm on the cushion, and I had barely begun to practice 
noticing my breath when a thought about my Big Issue arose. I tried to 
ignore it, but then more tiioughts about Big Issue arose, and my 
stomach began to feel queasy. I tried to focus on the breath again, but 
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then I found myself tliinking about tlie Big Issue again, tliouglit after 
tfiougfit, mostly tfie same old thoughts repeating again and again." 

This person is already making progress towards using these thoughts 
and phy.sic;il sensations as a basis for insights. They ;u e beginning to try 
to apply die assumptions of insight practices to their experience. They 
are try ing to focus on a physical object, tiying to notice die individual 
sensations tiiat make up dieir droughts and physical sensations. 
However, they have poor concentration and have not learned to see the 
true nature of the sensations that make these up. 

"I sat do\vn on the cushion, and I tried to see each of the sensations 
drat make up die breath. Interspersed with these pliysic;il sensations 
were nient^d images of the breath. Interspersed witii Jill of diese 
sensations were also droughts about tire Big Issue. They were quick and 
seemed to also involve some mildly painful or disconcerting physical 
sensations in the region of my stomach. I could see these come and go 
and tiiat they were obsen ed. I could feel as they arose that there was 
somediing irritating about these (juick sensations. 

"I noticed diat most of my experience was made of sensations that 
didn't seem to relate to that Big Issue. Sometimes I noticed tire diree 
characteristics of the sensations that seem to be related to the old Big 
Issue pattern of sensations, and sometimes I was able to stay with the 
sensations of breathing. However, regardless of which sensations arose, 
I was gener;dly able to see some aspect of the true nature of tiiem. Thus, 
I find that I ;un able to keep practicing ;md not get lost in old, circuhu^ 
droughts about tiiat Big Issue tiiat do me littie good and have caused me 
much pain." 

These are the sorts of descriptions that really Hght up a meditation 
teacher's eyes. They cim see tiiat this is a person who really is getting a 
sense of what is insight practice ;md how it can be usef ul. The meditator 
not only understands die focus And assumptions of insight practices but 
are also able to actually do fairly consistent and strong practice. Even 
being able to do this when we are walking around and dealing with our 
stuff can be helpful. Shifting to the sensate level reveals things about our 
stuff tiiat am be \'ery helpful for keeping it in perspective and not getting 
ovenvlielnied by it. It ;ilso develops habits that make it easier for us to 
shift to a sensate level when we do formal insight practice. 
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Thus, if you have an issue tliat keeps bugging you, try taking the 
time to see the Three Characteristics of the sensations that make it up as 
you go about your day, thinking, "The pattern of sensations that make 
up die Big Issue are quick, transient, and obsen ed. I will do my best to 
notice this as those sensations occur. When speaking of the Big Issue to 
others and to myself, I will tiy to keep my descriptions at an insight- 
oriented level. By seeing this Big Issue as objective and transient 
phenomena, I wUl not be lost in my negative and painful thoughts about 
my Big Issue. I will be able to bring more clarity and spaciousness to the 
Big Issue, able to bring more intelligence to the Big Issue, able to bring 
more common sense and bahince to tiie Big Issue. If I can do tliis, it 
will be of great benefit to me. If I continue to wallow in my circular 
tiioughts about my Big Issue tiiat get me nowhere, I will simply 
experience unnecessary pain to Httie good effect. This is my plan and 
my resolve. Though I may fail again and again to be able to do this, 
eventually I will break the habit of not being able to see the ti ue nature 
of tiie Big Issue and tiius will grow in wisdom and happiness!" That's 
the way tiie g;une is played. 

Just for fun, I will give two more examples from even more 
advanced practitioners and how they might describe their practice. "I sat 
down on the cushion and began noticing the three characteristics of the 
sensations that make up experienti;il realit}' showing themselves. There 
were physical and mental sensations, all ;msing and vanishing quickly 
and effortiessly. I could see perhaps 5-15 sensations per second, 
primarily in tiie abdominal region, but tiiere were many otiier littie 
sensations coming in from aU over, colors on the back of my eyelids, 
sounds from other meditators breathing. Occasionally, there were some 
quick sensations interspersed with these about that Big Issue, like little 
phantoms vanishing in a sea of flickering color ;md form. They caused 
no interruptions in my investigations, being just more sensations for 
investigation." 

This is obviously a strong practitioner vrith solid insight skills. They 
know exactiy what they are looking for and do so. They are willing to 
make time for bare sensate in\ csligation. We cannot instantly make the 
transition to tiiis sort of practice, but I am a firm believer that nuiking 
clear exactiy what we are looking for can make it much easier to actually 
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make tlie transition from content to insight. By observing what we are 
able to do and taking a look at what someone at the next higher skill- 
level can do, we wiU be able to proceed with more confidence that we 
ai e on the right track. 

lliis last example is a description of practice from a particularly 
stiong and advanced practitioner. "I sat down on tiie cushion ;md tiie 
cycles of insight presented tiremselves effortiessly. There was a shift, and 
very fine, fast vibrations arose instantly, dropping down quickly, and 
then they shifted out, getting vague for a few seconds. Concentration 
restabilized and revealed the quick ending of sensations one after the 
other, perhaps ,5-10 per second, and then things began thickening 
somewhat, getting somewhat irritating, but vibrations remiiined tiie 
predominant experience. It was just tiiat tiieir unsatisfactory aspect 
became more predominant, and there were a few sensations relating to 
the Big Issue. 

"I may have noticed a few hints of what dualistic perspectives remain 
and the basic pain and confusion they cause. There was a shift. And a 
more panor^miic ;md easy perspective ;u(xse, accompanied by more 
coherent and synchronized vibrations including most of sensate reality, 
including much of space, at perhaps 5-15 per second. There was a short 
period of barely noticeable but mature equanimity in the face of these as 
the vibrations became more inclusive. Any sense of practicing dropped 
away entirely. 

"A minute later, two of the Three Characteristics presented 
completely in quick succession, including tire whole background of 
space, revealing something incomprehensible in the nature of subject 
and object, and reality vanished. Reality reappeared quiet, clear, 
beautiful and easy. I solidified space in that afterglo\v so as to enjoy the 
formless refilms for a few minutes, rising up tiirough tiiem and back 
down to boundless space. A vision relating to tiie Big Issue ;u"ose. 

"I stabilized on tlie vision, noticing the feeling of it, and before I 
knew it I was out of body, traveling in a strange realm, having 
interactions that replayed the issue of the Big Issue in symbolic or 
mythic form. I saw something about tliis issue tiiat I never had before, 
lio\v an old, unexamined ;md fictitious train of associations lead to my 
inability to come to some more balanced understanding of this issue. 
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This epiphany broke my concentration, and I returned to my body. I 
then dropped out of the formless realms, allowing a new insight cycle to 
begin again. When I got up off the cushion, I noticed that the 
psychological insights that arose in the other realm gave me an increased 
sense of humor ;md a more compassionate perspective towards those 
involved in tliis issue. They were just tiying to be happy, just as we all 
are. It will be interesting to see how this plays out." 

They have talent and a wide range of skUls. They are not only an 
advanced insight practitioner, but they also have strong concentration 
sldUs and can e\'en chance into some of die more unusual concentration 
attainments. Furtirer, they e\'en seem to be able to use tiieir ability? to 
travel out of body to gain relative insights into tiie content of their stuff. 
Last, they are on tire look out for tire subtle signs of tire limits of tiieir 
insights. They are not only skUled, but they realize what they do not yet 
know. They are well on their way to mastering the core teachings of the 
Buddha. 
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20. Concentration vs. Insight 



There is a lot of confusion on tlie differences betw'een concentration 
practices and insiglit practices. This may be caused in pait by the 
"Mushroom Factor," or may be due in part to other factors, such as 
concentration practice lieing easier thim insiglit practices and distinctiy 
more pleasant most of tiie time. Concentration practices (s;miatha or 
samadhi practices) are meditation on a concept, ;m aggregate of m;my 
transient sensations, whereas insight practice is meditation on tire many 
transient sensations just as they are. When doing concentration 
practices, one purposefully tries to fix or freeze the mind in a specific 
state, called an "absorption," "jh;ma" or "dyana." While reality' cannot 
be frozen in tiiis way, tiie illusion of solidity? and stability certainly can be 
cultivated, and tiris is concentration practice. 

Insight practices are designed to penetrate tire Three Illusions of 
permane nee , sati sfactorines s and separate self so as to attain 
freedom. (N.B., the illusion of satisfactoriness has to do with the false 
sense that continuing to mentJilly create the illusion of a separate, 
permanent self will be satisf actory or helpful, and is not ref erring to 
some oppressive and fun-denying ;mgst tiip). Insight practices (vaiious 
types of vipassana, dzogchen, z;izen, etc.) lead to tire progressive stages 
of the progress of insight. Insight practices tend to be difficult and 
somewhat disconcerting, as they are designed to deconstruct our 
deluded and much cherished views of the world and ourselves, though 
they can sometimes be outrageously blissful for frustratingly short 
periods. 

Concentration states are basically always some permutation of great 
fun, extremely fascinating, seductive, spacious, blissful, peaceful, 
spectacular, etc. There is basically no Umit to how interesting 
concentration practices can be. Insight practice stages and revelations 
can also be very interesting, but are not potenti;illy addictive the way 
concentration states and side effects am be. Insight practices tend to be 
hard work most of the time even if tiiat work is just surrendering to 
things as they are. 

One of the factors that actually adds to the confusion is that the 
concentration state terminology' (jh^mas) is used in the original texts to 
describe both the progressively more sophisticated concentration states 
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and also tlie progress of insight, witli little delineation of which was 
which. This was solved to some degree a few hundred years later when 
the stages of the progress of insight were articulated in the canonical 
commentaries, but die original problem was not mentioned. It was only 
in the second half of die 20"' Century diat die problem was sorted out to 
some degree by the Burmese, and I will delineate the vipassana jhanas 
later. 

To try to keep this clear in a way that the old texts simply don't, 
whenever I refer to jhana without mentioning whether I mean samatha 
or vipassana jhana, I always mean samatha jhana, a stable state produced 
by concentration practices. When I refer to those jhanas produced by 
insight practices, I will always call them vipass;ma jli;mas. 

Concentration practices develop concentration but diey don't 
develop wisdom. The problem is that concentration states can easily 
fool people into thinking that they are the end goal of the spiritual path 
because these states can become so blissful, spacious, and even 
formless, and thus c;ui closely match some imprecise descriptions or 
expectations of what awakening might be like. 

However, concentration practices can be very helpful and are very 
important. Without at least some skill in concentration practices, insight 
meditation is virtually impossible. There is an esoteric debate in the 
ancient commentaries about some students who got enlightened without 
even attaining the lo\vest of the concentration states (the first jhana, 
expkiined later), practitioners called "dvy insight workers," but I 
wouldn't bank on tiiis being a common occurrence. Luckily, insight 
practices themselves can simultaneously develop concentration and 
insight, though the dangers of being seduced by concentration states can 
lie in wait diere as well. In short, you must master die first jhana as a 
minimum basis for beginning the progress of insight, but this is all that is 
required for enlightenment. 

So long as one is very clear about what is concentration practice and 
what is insight practice, which may not be as easy an understanding to 
come by as some might think, concentration practice beyond the first 
jhana can be helpful to the insight practitioner. All of die coiiceiiti ation 
states stabilize die mind, obviously, and diis has four prinijuy benefits. 
First, just a movie camera that is shaking wildly will not be likely to 
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produce a clear or intelligible movie, so a mind tliat won't stay setded on 
an object will not clearly perceive the ultimate truth of it. Second, as 
concentration states cultivate deep clarity and stability on content, they 
are \'ery useful for promoting deep ;md healing psychological insights. 
Put ;mother way, if you want to bring up your stuff, do concentration 
practices. 

Third, concentration states can be a welcome and valid vacation 
from stress, providing periods of very deep relaxation and peace that 
can be an extremely important part of a sane, compassionate and 
healthy lifestyle. The Buddha highly praised those who had mastery of 
the concentration states, and tiiis should sen e as a reminder to tiiose 
who underestimate tlieir great value or erroneously feel tliat not 
enjoying one's life is somehow "spiritual." Fourtii, concentration 
practices can help the insight practitioner stay somewhat more mentally 
stable and balanced as their old concepts of their existence are rent 
asunder by insight practice. However, if these states end up blocking this 
process by solidifying a sense of self as being anything or creating 
aversion to cle;uly experiencing suffering tiien tiiey become a hindrance. 

This is a very tricky balance. If a student clings to stability or fluidity 
they win surely not make progress in insight. However, if they plunge 
into the fast and harsh vibratory experiences of insight practice without 
the soothing effects of concentration practice to help them stay 
somewhat grounded, the student can be a bit like someone who has 
taken a smfill dose (or a big dose in die worst cases) of LSD or drunk 
way too much coffee. I spent tire first five years of my practice giving 
only a moderate amount of attention to the samatha jhanas and I now 
realize that this was probably an error. 

Sometimes spiritual openings c;m be extreme and dramatic, and 
being able to slow things do\m and c^ilm down can sometimes be ver\' 
usef ul and skillful if we have to deal witii tiie world and deal witii tiiese 
openings at the same time. In short, if you want to gunk up your insight 
practice because you simply need to slow dovm so as to be able to get 
on with your life or not completely flip out, such as to study for medical 
school bo;uds, etc., one w.iy to do this is to indulge in concentration 
states. Coupling tliis with formal resolutions to not make progress in 
insight can be very eff ective. 
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There are many concentration states, and tiiey become progressively 
more refined as one masters them. A brief description of the 
concentration states follows. It is basically straight out of the standard 
texts and very accurate. Regardless of the tradition you are following, 
when you begin to get some master}' of its concentration practices you 
will go tiirough these states in tliis order up to tiie level of your current 
ability, tiiough some people can master skipping over jhanas. 

The specific object of meditation may limit the level of jhana that 
can be attained, as well as color the experience of these states. Such 
details are spelled out in various canonical texts, such as The 
Visuddhimagga and the more readable but h;u der to find Vimuttimagga . 
Bhante Gun^uatana's The Thanas . included in his more complete work 
The Path of SereniU' and Insight , is a scholarly work on tire subject, as is 
Nyanatiloka's Patii to Dcli\ crance (published by the Buddhist 
Publication Society out of Sri Lanka). 

Some of these texts (particularly the first two) go into long and 
sophisticated discussions about which posture and which object might 
be best suited to the individu;il proclivities of v;u ious t\pes of people. It 
is unf ortunate tiiat tiiis sort of information is not in common use today. 
I suppose that a suit off the rack will work for most occasions, but there 
is something about one that has been tailor made. I am told that there 
are still a f e\v monasteries tiiat provide this sort of traditional training. 
Unfortunately, tiiis topic is way too complex to treat properly here, but 
tiiose of you who are that serious about these subjects are highly advised 
to check out tire original sources. They contain an astounding amount 
of powerful information but unfortunately make for fairly tedious 
reading. 

Many ti aditions use the breath as the primary object initially and 
then shift to the (juidities of die states themseh es as the object of 
meditation when tiiey ;uise and the concenti ation is stiong. The qu^ilit^' 
of a jhana can either be "soft" or "hard" depending on how solidly one 
is in the state. In soft jhana, the qualities of that particular state are 
definitely recognizable in a way that is different from the ordinary 
experience of those qu;ilities to the degree tiiat we are confident we are 
in the altered state defined by those qualities. 
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In really hard jhana, it feels as if our mind has been fused to tliose 
qualities and the object with super glue, as if we were nothing but a soHd 
block or field of those qualities or that object, as if they and the object 
were die whole world with nothing else remaining. Getting into re;illy 
"hard" jhana states dramatic^illy increases the beneficial effects of die 
practice, though it tJikes greater sti engdi of concentration and usually 
requires more favorable practice conditions to do so. Taking die 
beneficial factors of the jhana solely as the object of concentration is 
helpful for this, as can be using an easily identified external object such 
as a candle flame or colored disk. 

For detailed instructions in practices that use an extern;il object, 
called "kasiiia" practices, die works listed above, p^uticuhuly Bli^mte 
Gunaratana's The Path of Serenitv and Insight, provide such a good 
treatment of them that you should simply obtain and read those 
sources. However, the basic instructions are these: stabilize your 
concentration on an exterii;il object (kasina) until you can see the object 
witii your eyes closed or when you are not looking at the object. T;ike 
diat vision as die new object and stabilize your attention on it until your 
concentration is like a rock. From diis foundation, you should be able 
to easily attain any of the states I am about to describe. 

The basic pattern one goes through with these states is as follows. 
First, one develops enough concentration to attain die jhana. Then the 
mind sees/feels the jhana, moves tow;u ds and into it, with almost all 
such state shifts occurring between die end of die out breatii iuid die 
beginning of die new in breatii, sometimes accompanied by die eyelids 
flickering. Then there is the honeymoon period, where the jhana is 
fresh but unsteady. Then there is the maturation period, when the jhana 
re^illy conies into its own more solidly ;uid shows its true glory. Then the 
faults of die jhana tend to become noticeable, as well as die proximity? of 
die state to die state below it and the ease of falling into that lower state. 
Next, die concentration deepens, and some sort of equanimity about 
the good and bad aspects of the jhana sets in. When the concentration 
grows strong enough and the current jhana is no longer desirable, the 
mind will natur;illy shift to die next higher jhana and the cycle goes 
around again within the limits of the humanly attainable states and your 
current skiU level. 
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21. The Concentration States (Samatha Jhanas) 

The First Jft^NA 
The first jhana arises after tlie student has gained die ability? to 
actuall}' stead}' the mind on some object such as die breadi, i.e. after a 
state called "access concentration," meaning die level of concentiation 
needed to access the first jhana or insight practice. Notice that if we are 
spinning lost in thought this is basically impossible. If you wish to attain 
this, I would tr}' to stay as completely as possible with an object for 
perhaps 1 minute. When you can do tiiis, trs^ for 10 minutes. When you 
can do this, tiy for an hour. For instance, if you were using die breadi as 
an object, ti y to be aware of every single breadi at least in part for a full 
ten minutes, and then for an hour. This is definitely possible, and a 
reasonable goal. Try not paying too much attention to the individual 
sensations themselves, but conceptualize the breath as a coherent and 
continuous entit}', with many different t\pes of sensations all being 
thought of as being the breath. It is important to know dmt really getting 
into a sense oftlie breatli as a continuous entity for 10 seconds will do 
you more good than being generally with the breath on and off for an 
hour. 

Tune into the illusory smoothness of things by purposefully and 
calmly working with illusions of solidit}' or fluidity. There is a certain 
"into it" quality? which helps, sort of like really getting into a slow groove 
when playing an instrument, having sex, playing a sport, or just sinking 
into a well-deserved and warm bubble bath. Being in a silent and safe 
place is very helpful, as is giving yourself permission to relax, put the 
cares of the world behind you, and enjoy. 

If you are using die breath as an object, you might try purposefully 
visualizing it as sweet, smootii waves or circles diat fire peaceful and 
welcome. Try breatiiing as if you were in a garden of fragrant roses and 
you wish to experience the fullness of their fragrance. Perhaps these tips 
win help illustrate the kind of non-resistant and peaceful presence that 
can help one attain these states. Tune into sensations in and around the 
primary object diat feel good. Harbor no guilt, anxiety or fear related to 
the depths of pleasure, ease and well-being. The spiritual life need not 
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be some sort of relentless, austere grind, particularly when doing 
concentration practices. 

As concentration improves, it is as though the mind "sees" the first 
jhana and grabs on to it. Having an idea of what you are looking for, i.e. 
something enjoyable and steady, can be helpful for this. It has die five 
primaiy f actors of applied ;md sust;iined effort or attention, rapture, 
happiness and concentration. Thus, it is great fun, feels good, but takes 
consistent effort to sustain. The attention is focused narrowly, as though 
one were looking at a small area of this page. This state can be quite a 
relief from die p;un ;md discomfort of sitting meditation and can 
temporarily ciuiet the mind somewhat. As \vith all the concentration 
states, it is generally (luite easy to concentrate on something that is very 
enjoyable. Thus, one's concentration skills may improve rapidly and 
easily after attaining the first jhana and tend to basically flounder until 
one has attained the first jhana. Thus, attaining the first jhana is really, 
really importmit. 

People tend to really like this state, and may cling to it for the rest of 
die reti eat if on reti eat, or cultivate it again and again in tiieir sitting 
practice at home. It is a valuable attainment, as it serves as tire minimum 
foundation for both insight and concentration practices. From the first 
jhana there are basically three things a meditator can do. They can 
eitiier get stuck tiiere (I luiow someone who spent some t\venty years 
culti\'ating the first jhana in tiieir d^iily practice jmd tiiinking tiiis was 
insight practice), they can progress to die second jli^ma, or tiiey can 
investigate tire first jhana and tiius begin the progress of insight. 

By "investigate" the state, I mean that they can direct their attention 
to breaking the illusion of the solidity of that state into its component 
individu;il sensations so tiiat one can underst;md their true nature, i.e. 
die Three Characteristics, as is done in insight prac tice \vitli all objects. 
Special attention must be paid to tiying to experience the precise arising 
and passing of every individual sensation tiiat makes up tire state, 
particularly the primary beneficial factors of the state listed above. 

While it is not actually possible to perceive the arising and passing of 
even' single sensation or to even be mindful of every sensation, it is 
definitely possible to be clear about enough of tiiem to get enlightened, 
and that is what matters. It is somewhat common for people to do this 
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half-heartedly and not pa}' particulai" attention to die myriad sensations 
that make up rapture and happiness, as they secredy wish them to be 
permanent, satisfy and be self or the property of self. Stagnation is 
basic;illy guaranteed in insight practice if you cling to pleasant sensations 
in tills way, or anytiiing else for tiiat matter. Put another way, if you f;ul 
to see tiie imperniiuience of objects, you will have ;u tilicijilly solidified 
them ("clung to" tiieni) and will not gain insight from tiiem. 

The near enemy of the first samatha jhana is access concentration, 
and when the applied and sustained effort or attention flag somewhat, 
access concenti ation sets in. As tiie texts rightiy say, the applied and 
sustained effort, i.e. tlie fact that you have to make effort to get into and 
stay in tiiis state, are iilso somewhat annoying. This becomes more ;uid 
more apparent, and clear awareness of just tiiis simple fact while staying 
in the jhana causes the mind to eventually bail out of the first jhana and 
into the second jhana. 

The Second Jhana 

The second jluma is like tiie first, i.e. a seemingly solidified mind 
state. With the dropping of almost all of applied and sustained effort the 
rapture and happiness factors created by concentration can really 
predominate. Thus, whereas the first jhana feels like something you 
need to pay attention to, the second jhana has tiie (jualitx' of showing 
itself to you. The focus of attention widens out somewhat, sort of like 
looking straight ahead witiiout focusing the eyes on anything specific. 
Whereas mind-generated objects in the first jhana are stable, they will 
move (e.g. spin, pulse, resonate, etc.) in the second jhana in ways that 
correlate with the phase of the breatii, nio\'ing slo\vly towards the top 
and bottom of tiie breath and more quickly in the middle. 

The silence of tiie mind is noticeably increased, and tiie pleasure of 
this state may increase greatiy as well, particularly if pleasure is tlie focus 
of attention. When this state is really cultivated, the intensity of the 
pleasure of this state can become pretty much as strong you can stand it. 
Again, this state is a fine attainment but can be finite captivating. Some 
may get stuck cultivating tiiis agjiin and again for some period of time 
ranging from days to years. Again, tiie meditator also has tiie option to 
try to go on to tiie tiiird jhana or to investigate tiiis state and begin tiie 
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progress of insight, paying careful attention to completely deconstructing 
the state into its moment-to-moment components. 

The Third J HAN a 
If the meditator decides to go on to tiie third jhana, then just 
cultivating the second state more deeply and noticing tiiat tire rapture or 
emotional "wow factor" of that state eventually becomes annoying can 
cause the mind to eventually abandon this state and shift into the third 
jhana. 

In tills state, tiie rapture drops away, and what is left is more cool 
"bodily" bliss And equanimity? witii a lot of mindf ulness of what is going 
on. (It must be noted that it is possible to be so deeply into any jhana, 
even the first jhana, that the sense of the body is quite vague, distorted 
or even entirely absent, so this must be kept in mind when reading these 
descriptions.) 

The attention is now in wide focus, sort of like resting in the half of 
space tiiat is in front of one's self. The third jhana is like tire 
counterpoint to tire focus of attention of tire second jhana. In tire second 
jhana, wherever we look we see clearly, whereas in the third jhana the 
wide periphery of our attention is clear and the center of our attention is 
murky. This can be extremely confusing until one gets used to it, and 
trying to stay witii one object in the center in the third jh;ma will cause 
the meditator to miss what this state has to offer ;md teach. Moving from 
the second to tire tiiird jhana is like going from focusing on tire donut 
hole to focusing on the outer edge of the donut, except that now you are 
sitting in the center of the donut. Remember this when you get to 
descriptions of the D;u"k Night in the section on the stages of insight, as 
the Dark Night has as its foundation the third jhana but adds the Three 
Ch;uacteristics. Focusing on tlie wide periphery is a more inclusive, 
broader, more sophisticated and complex kind of concentration than 
the first two jhanas, like going from listening to Elvis to listening to very 
complex, dissonant Jazz. 

In its pure and simple spaciousness, profound clarity, balance and 
contentment, the third jhana is even better tiian tire second jhana. It is 
no wonder tliat people c;m easily mist;ike tiiese states for enlightenment, 
as they can seem to fit tire descriptions of what enlightenment might be 
Uke. Remember that enlightenment is not a mind state, nor is it 
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dependent on any condition of reality. It does not come and go as these 
states do. 

Again, from this state, the meditator has a few options. They can get 
stuck, which definitely happens, they can move on to tiie fourth jhana, 
or they can investigate this state and hegin the progress of insight. This 
would recjuire exti a speci;il attention to make sure tiiat all of the specific 
sensations tiiat make up peace, eciuanimity, bliss and spaciousness are 
clearly observed to arise and pass, not satisfy, and not be self or the 
property of self. 

These qualities ;u e not easy to let go of, and so this can be difficult. 
However, upon leaving such a state, tiie mind will still ha\'e a measure of 
tiie good fluidities of tiie state. This c;m be useful to insight practice if 
one is willing to not cling to such things. This applies to tire otiier states 
as well, and this is why many teachers have their students master 
concentration states before they move on to insight practice. On the 
other hand, such states c;m be so intoxicating and such a stagnant dead 
end for tiiose that become fooled by them that some teachers have tiieir 
students avoid them like the plague until they have some very deep 
insights into tire trutii of tilings. 

The Fourth Jhana 

As before, if tiie student wishes to go on to tiie fourtii jhana, tiien 
tiiey just cultivate the third jhana and begin to pay attention to tiie fact 
that even tiie bodily bliss is somewhat irritating or noisy. Eventually, the 
mind will abandon the third jhana and shift into the fourth jhana, which 
is the height of equanimity. This state is remarkable in its simple 
spaciousness and acceptance. The extreme level of imperturbability' 
would be astounding if there was not such pronounced imperturbability. 
This is by far the most restful of tfie first four jliaiias. 

The focus of attention is now largely panoramic and tiius even 
saying "focus" here is a bit problematic. In the first jhana the object was 
finally clear but static and solid that we can stay with. In the second 
jhana the object begins showing itself and some simple motion is 
allowed. In the third jhana we go from a spot of attention to a wide 
circle of attention and the motion gets more complex, so we now have 
two spatial dimensions and time. In tfie fourtfi jhana tfiings get tfiree- 
dimensional and mind-made objects such as visualizations take on a life 
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of tlieir own, becoming living, luminous and transparent. The fourtli 
jhana includes space and awareness in a way that the previous three do 
not. Mindfulness is considered to be perfected due to equanimity, 
tliough this factor does not stand out as in die diird jhana. When we are 
re;illy in diis state, the basic sense w'e have of where our body is and 
W'hat it looks like can get veiy vague or even v;mish entirely, though this 
is less true if we are in diis state widi our eyes open. 

This is quite a high attainment, and can easily be confused with the 
goal of the spiritual Ufe, though it very much isn't. From this state the 
student has quite a number of options. They can get stuck, they can 
move on to the formless realms, they can culti\'ate what are described as 
"psychic powers," or they c;m investigate this state ;md begin die 
progress of insight. When investigating diis state, special attention must 
absolutely be given to the fact that the myriad sensations that make up 
equanimity and spaciousness come and go moment to moment, do not 
satisfy or provide a permanent resting place, and ;u e not self. 

Again, it is easy to get attached to the sensations that make up these 
high states, and so great precision and attention (as well as honest^') must 
be given to diis if tlie student chooses diis option. Anodier alternative is 
to leave this state and then begin insight practice, as the qualities that this 
state writes on the mind linger for a short time, and this can be helpful if 
the student does not cUng to these benefits. 

The "Psychic Powers" 

As to the "psychic powers" ("siddhis" in PaH), the texts list all kinds 
of special abilities that may be cultivated using the fourth jhana (or 
perhaps lower or higher jlianas) as a base, and these ;u e attained today. 
These may include all Idnds of strange experiences, including full blown 
and exQ emely realistic experiences of odier realms that c;m seem quite 
magical and fall quite in line widi what one might diink of when one 
thinks of various "psychic powers." 

Whether or not these are "real" is a question that I am happy to 
avoid, though these experiences can be so extremely vivid that they can 
seem more "real" diaii die "real \vorld." Much more interesting tlmn 
the question of nhatis re:d is tlie question ofwlmtis causal, i.e. wlmt 
leads to what. For example, we might decide that our dreams are not 
"real", but we must admit that there are real world consequences of 
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having dreams. All tliis can be a slippery business, and tire "psychic 
powers" generally don't turn out to be quite what they seem. As one of 
my friends once said, "Yeah, I can fly, but just not in this realm!" Buyer 
beware, or proceed with care. 

On the other hand, it does seem to be possible through powerful 
intent, stiong concenti ation abilit\', appreciation of interdependence and 
careful experimentation to manipulate what we might call "diis world", 
as weU as those in it, in very unusual and profound ways. Yes, I am 
referring to such things as telekinesis, mind control, reading other 
peoples thoughts, pyromancy, ;md Al of tiiat. The more you get your 
concentration and insight tiips together and the more you look into the 
magic;il aspect of things, the more you will le^irn about what I will call 
die magical laws of die universe and how to use your will to manipulate 
it. 

However, if you don't have your morality trip really together, and 
perhaps even if you do, I would be ([uite cautious about formally and 
consciously tapping into diat sort of power. It is absolutely vital to 
remember tliat you will reap what you sow ^md diat like leads to like 
when considering die formal use of such power. Kind intention is 
absolutely essential, but even this is often not enough to keep us from 
screwing up when we give into the temptation to formally manipulate 
the world in unusual ways. Power corrupts, as the old adage goes. 

Spiritual traditions across die board have a clear lox e/hate 
relationship to die powers, imd if you begin playing around with them 
you will come to understand why. The stories of die Buddha 
demonstrate clearly that he and those around him simultaneously found 
them extremely fascinating, occasionally useful, and often profound. 
They also found tiiem dangerous, a sidetrack and abhorrent. Just as 
with any powerful eiierg}?, such as sexual energy, the powers tend to 
reveal our tiue colors, as it were. 

When playing around widi die powers, I recommend careful 
attention to how we define "real" and the practical implications of our 
personal definition of "real" for our daily life. For instance, you might 
have just come back from a retreat where you were playing luouiid with 
visualization abilities, and a few days later see a troop of radiant angels 
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floating tiirough tiie walls and into your living room where you are 
entertaining guests. This was your actual experience. 

Whether you choose to ignore them, give them lots of attention, 
mention them to your guests, get down on your luiees and begin 
praying, or run screaming out the door will have dillerent implications 
for your actu^il life. These implications should be carefully considered 
when conducting yourself in the face of such experiences. On a side 
note, if you have learned to see angels, you will probably run into devils 
soon enough. 

As to the more manipulative powers, you might begin to get the 
sense that you can read the thoughts and emotions of others. Do you 
w;mt to tell tiiem tiiis, or even act on tirese intuitive feelings on tiie 
assumption tiiat tiiey are correct? You might get the sense tiiat you can 
manipulate the emotions or energetic states of others in ways that would 
be considered magical. Is this a good idea? There are no easy answers 
to some of the ethical and practical ciuestions that can arise from the 
powers, but I would advise a high le\'el of caution ;md restraint. Respect 
otiier's rights ;md remember tiiat actions done for otiier tiian 
compassionate reasons are likely to cause an ugly backlash. 

The experiences of the "psychic powers" can be infinitely 
fascinating, as anything you can imagine experiencing is possible. The 
powers can also lead to people getting really, really weird. If you want to 
get to know about your shadow side, this is one way to have a crash 
course. For inst;mce, it might be very education;d to have your 
relationship issues witir 3'our parents manifest as two large, slobbering 
demons who hurl flaming stuffed animals at you while you are traveling 
out of your body to the Grand Canyon, but it can often take lots of time 
and reflection to figure out how these sorts of experiences make a 
practical difference in our lives. 

As one Burmese num once s;ud to a friend of mine, "My brother 
does concentration practice. You know, sometimes they go a littie 
mad!" He was talking about what can sometimes happen when people 
get into "psychic powers." Remember, most of these experiences are 
sufficient grounds for a diagnosis of inent;il illness in tiie conventional 
medical world, particulai ly if they begin to interfere with love and work, 
so seek the guidance of those who simultaneously appear to be quite 
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sane and functional who also know how to navigate skillfully in tiiis 
territory. Finding these sorts of people is difficult but well worth the 
effort 

Also, playing around with visions and other extrasensory 
experiences, such as traveling out of body, bilocation, etc., can 
sometimes cause one to feel ungrounded, disconnected, othenvorldly 
and scattered for hours or even days afterwards, sometiiing I call a " 
siddhi hangover." Exercise and focusing on anything physical can help, 
as can heavy foods, orgasms and simply not practicing for a while. 

Very strong insight practices witii a focus on impermanence c;m ;ilso 
help to break up tliese experiences but are not particularly grounding in 
and of tliemselves ;md may often be otiienvise. Strongly stated 
resolutions to not experience or use tire powers can also be very helpful, 
such as simply saying out loud, "I formally resolve that I will not 
experience or use these powers (name them here) until I formally 
resolve otherwise." 

I would suggest care and caution in dealing with all the visions and 
otiier supernorm^il or pju;morm;il experiences which might arise in 
practice. The primary danger is taking them too seriously and tiius 
assuming that they are more important than they really are. It may be a 
good idea to leave them until very late in one's practice unless one has 
someone around to giude them through their sldllful use or unless one 
is fairly balanced and has a good sense of humor about them. If not, 
tiiey c^m wery easily become furtiier tools of our defilements, long 
psychedelic and manipulative tunnels to nowhere or destruction. 

I remember a letter I received from a friend who was supposed to 
be on an intensive insight meditation retreat but had slipped into playing 
with tiiese sorts of experiences. He was now fascinated by his ability' to 
see spirit animals ;md otiier supernormal beings and \vas ha\'ing regular 
conversations witii some sort of low-level god tiiat kept telling him tiiat 
he was making excellent progress in his insight practice, i.e. exactiy what 
he wanted to hear. However, the fact that he was having stable visionary 
experiences and was buying into their content made it abundantiy clear 
that he wasn't doing insight practices at ;ill, but A\ as lost in and being 
fooled by these siddhis. You get tiie picture. Now, don't get me wrong. 
If one is looking for another way to address one's content and stuff. 
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visions of tilings like spirit animals can be very helpful. The trick is not 
to mix up content and fundamental insight. 

"Psychic powers" can be used skillfully as well, and there are whole 
traditions that use them as their prim;uy path. They can signific;mdy 
broaden one's horizons and are so interesting that great depdis of 
profoundly steady concentiation c;m easily be developed. They can 
increase the intensity of our "mental" processes to such a high level drat 
they become very easy to see as they are, should we choose to do so. 
They can also begin to blur the Une between the "mental" and the 
"l)hysic;il" in ways diat can be bodi disorienting ;md profound. 

When we start playing around with intentions, extended sensate 
re;ilities and energetic phenomena, it c;m seem as if there ;u e two worlds 
or fields of experience drat interpenetrate each odier, die ordinary one 
("the real world") and the magical one ("second attention," "astral 
plane," "spirit world," etc.). Integrating these two perspectives into one 
causal field without artificial dualities or boundaries is (luite a project, 
one \vith the potential to lead to yery high levels of realization or to 
madness. It is the high-st;ikes way to play die gfmie, but unfortunately 
seems to be largely unavoidable past a certain point. 

The experiences of the powers can help people Hve in the world in a 
way that is at once appreciative of its richness and yet not overly serious 
about it or fixated on it. At tiieir best, they can serve as a basis for a very 
deep exploration of sides of ourselves that we rarely see with such 
chuit}', p;uticul;uiy the territoiy detailed by die likes of Jung ;md the 
Shanianic traditions. Occasionally, such experiences can bring profound 
epiphanies, times when we see our issues and shadow sides so clearly 
that our lives are definitely transformed for the better. 

While this next point might sound a bit radical, there are good 
reasons to assume that we are all acting at what might be considered a 
niagic;il level all die time and just doing it \vitli little aw;u eness of diat 
fact. The best argument I know of for learning how to work at die level 
of the powers is to bring consciousness and compassion to a process 
that is happening already. Said another way, as we are already casting 
spells all the time, actually any time there is awareness and intent, we 
might as well learn to do it well. 
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On tlie otlier hand, playing around witli siddhis can bring up really 
screwed up stuff from our subconscious that we are just not ready or 
able handle skillfully, causing "siddhi bleedthrough" into our Hves that is 
simply unhelpful and veiy hard to integrate. Actu;illy, \vhen playing 
around with any meditative technology, there is no free lunch. You 
jilways end up being forced to face some further challenge having to do 
witli personal or spiritual growdi, eidier dien or shordy thereafter. 
There doesn't seem to be any getting around this. 

If you want to cultivate the siddhis, one must generally attain very 
"hard" jhanaic states \vith the specifically intention to attain these 
experiences, though they c^m ^md often do arise spontaneously as well. 
The Visuddhimagga and The Vimuttimagga (less encyclopedic ;md 
harder to find but much more readable) botli spell out how to attain 
"psychic powers" in great depth and detail. You could also check out 
Bhante Gunaratana's excellent work. The Path of Serenitv and Insight . 
Simply follow the directions and explore, as they are as accurate it gets. 
One should also see Sutta #2, The Fruits of the Homeless Life, in The 
Long Discourses of die Buddha , for more information on all of the 
concentration states and psychic powers. 

While magical or mythical thinking is generally very unhelpful on 
the spiritual path, it must be admitted that it is the only kind of thinking 
that can make much sense of diese sorts of experiences. However, know 
when to turn it on and when to shut it of f . If you are doing Jungi;m 
psychodierapy, sh;unanic pathworldng, worldng up the Tree of Life or 
through die Tarot, or similar work, diink as magically and mythically as 
you wish. It might actually be very helpful. If you are trying to do most 
other things, don'd 

While Tlieravada Buddhism clearly states how to obtain the 
"psychic powers," it does not say much about how to use them, the 
benefits of them, or their dangers. T;uitra and many odier traditions 
(such as some of die slianianic traditions) do a much better job of 
dealing vnth these. One might also check out the later writings of Carlos 
Castanada when he was not so fascinated with hallucinogens (such as 
The Al t of Dre:uiiiiig) , go to an ashram tiiat focuses on tiiese aspects of 
spiritujil tiaining, or check out ti aditions such as Ceremonial Magick, 
Wicca, Thelema, the Golden Dawn, and the A. '.A.'.. 
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Note, I will use tlie word magick witli a "k" at times due to being 
influenced by this and related traditions, as they advocate making a 
distinction between show magic (illusions based on mechanisms and 
slight of h;ind) and the territoiy of the powers or real magick. Donald 
Michael Ki aig's Modern Magick is a classic on the subject, as are the 
works of Aleister Crowley. Opinions on Crowley v;uy widely, but buried 
in his frustrating w'orks is gold tliat is hai d to find elsewhere. Despite all 
his quirks and failings, I have a deep appreciation for many synchretic 
aspects of his work and the depths of his dedication to making 
meditation and magick accessible. 

It is also possible to use the experiences of die psychic powers, 
p^u ticularly die visions ;md traveling out of body, as a basis for insight 
practice by die standard niediod of bare sensate investigation with a 
focus on the Three Characteristics of those sensations, as they arise out 
of extremely high levels of clarity and concentration. These experiences 
can also be so otherworldly in content that our normal fixations ^md 
preoccupations may be left behind. Experiences of insight in diese 
realms can be staggering ;uid awesome. They are not soon forgotten. 
Tantric visualization practices at dieir best make powerful use of diis 
fact. By definition, if you have visualized a 3D intelligent entity that is 
doing its own thing, you are in strong concentration in the fourth jhana 
and it is just a question of seeing the Three Characteristics of that to get 
some serious insight. 

"Psychic poW'Crs" can ;ilso arise spont;uieously from insight practice, 
particularly at stage 4. The Arising and Passing Away and sometimes at 
stage 11. Equanimity (see The Progress of Insight later). While the 
fourth jhana is traditionally said to be the basis for the psychic powers, 
simply getting so strongly into the first jli;uia that you can no longer 
perceive a body coupled witii die previous intention to have these 
experiences c;m sometimes be a sufficient to ni;ilce tiieni occur. Get 
really into die jhana, leave it, resolve to have these experiences, and see 
what happens. Repeat as necessary. If that doesn't work, learn to 
visualize the colors white, blue, red and yellow clearly as stable 
experiences and tiien repeat the above instruction. If tiiat doesn't work, 
find the rare teacher wiio will actually guide you into this esoteric 
territory. Better, find a good teacher before getting into this territory! 
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If all of tliat is not enough, here is my best advice for working with 
the powers formally. Once you have enough concentration to get into 
hard fourth jhana vnth a range of objects and colors, here's traditional 
Buddhist M;igick 101 \vith some practical points thrown in: 

1. Make the bases clean, meaning bathe quiedy And put on clean 
clodies. This instiuction helps but is not necess;uy. 

2. Find a suitable place to work, meaning a place drat is quiet and 
free of distractions. If you can't find such a place or you feel 
compelled to do magick in less than optimal circumstances 
(such as in public on the fly), obviously skip this step. 

3. Think the whole thing through before you proceed. Never, ever 
skip diis step if you c;m possibly help it. This step not only helps 
to keep you from seriously screwing up, it is actually part of the 
spell and a very important part of the set-up. Essential things to 
include are: 

a. what you ;u e asldng for, 

b. how to phrase it or intend it, being as specific as you 
possibly c^m, 

c. why you are asking for drat, particularly if diere is some 
more fundamental desire you hope to fulfill that you 
should focus on whUe letting the less important specifics 
happen as they may, 

d. exactly who or what is involved, 

e. and eveiy single possible good ;md bad riunification of 
what you are about to do drat you can possibly drink of. 
Really take your time with this one, visualizing the whole 
thing out in time and space as far as it could possibly go. 

f. Note: if the ethics of what you are going to do feel at all 
strange in any part of your being, p;u ticularly your heart 
or gut, you probably need to go back up to die top and 
rediink tire whole tiring while looking at tire problem 
from other points of view. 

4. Rise from the first to the fourth jhana. BuUd each one up 
carefully ;md fully along the \vay so that you have a good 
foundation from which to work. Those who can access the 
formless realms (discussed shortiy) might rise all the way 
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through them as well. Then leave tlie fourtli (or eightli) jhana 
and formally intend to make whatever you want to occur 
happen, which is to say let the fuU energy of your intention fly 
without hesitation or restraint. If you are going to do this, make 
sure you commit to it, which is why the third step is so 
important. 
5. Let it go and see what happens. 

One last warning on the powers: doing these things in the private is 
one thing, doing magickal things in public that involve other people is 
somediing else entirely. If you do overt public magick or discrete public 
magick, you are bound to run into someone else's paradigms, values, 
and sets of beliefs about how die world is and what is possible that ;u e 
not in alignment with your own. The potential for bad reactions from 
others is very real for a large number of reasons. Consider the long, 
strange relationship between the Western mainstream point of view and 
eveiything from witchcraft to crime solving psychics. In short, if you do 
formal magick and anyone else finds out about it or thinks tliey were 
affected by it, be ready for die possibility' of serious bacldasli and fallout. 

The formless realms are die last option one can follow from the 
fourth jhana, and they can definitely be very useflil for putting things 
into perspective and sorting out a few details about "awareness" (as will 
be mentioned below). Before I go into the formless realms, I will digress 
for just a moment to a brief and belated discussion of... 
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22.N0-SELF VS. True Self 

This is one of those questions that tends to arise when Hinduism or 
Christianity' come in contact with Buddhism. However, perhaps it 
should arise more when Buddhism is thinking ahout itself. I include tliis 
discussion here because it addresses some points diat ai e useful for later 
and previous discussions. True Self and no-self are actually talking 
about the same thing, just from different perspectives. Each can be 
useful, but each is an extreme. Truly, the truth is a Middle Way 
between these and is indescribable, but I will try to explain it anyway in 
die hope that it may support actual practice. It may seem odd to put a 
chapter diat deals widi die fruits of insight practices in die middle of 
descriptions of the samatha jhanas, but hopefully when you read the 
next chapter you will understand why it falls where it does. 

For all you intellectuiils out there, the way in which this chapter is 
most likely to support practice is to be completely incomprehensible 
and dius useless. Ironically, I have tried to make diis chapter veiy clear, 
and in doing so have crafted a mess of paradoxes. In one of his plays, 
Shakespeare puts philosophers on par with lawyers. In terms of insight 
practice, a lawyer who is terrible at insight practices but tries to do them 
anyway is vasdy superior to a world-class philosopher who is merely an 
intellectual master of diis dieory but practices not at all. 

Remember diat die spiritual life is soniediing you do and hopefully 
understand but not some doctrine to believe. Those of you who are 
interested in the formal Buddhist dogmatic anti-dogma should check 
out the particularly profound suttas, #1, The Root of All Things, in The 
Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha , as well as sutta #1, The 
Supreme Net (What the Teaching is Not), in The Long Discourses of 
die Buddha . 

Again, realize diat all of tiiis language is basically useless in die end 
and prone to not making much sense. Only examination of our reality 
will help us to actually directiy understand this, but it will not be in a way 
accessible to the rational mind. Nothing in the content of our tiioughts 
can really explain die experience of the understanding I am about to 
point to, diougli diere is soniediing in die direct experience of tiiose 
thoughts tiiat might reveal it. Everydiing diat I am about to ti y to explain 
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here can become a great entangling net of useless views witliout direct 
insight. 

Many of the juvenile and tedious disputes between the various 
insight traditions result from fixation on diese concepts and 
inappropriate adherence to only one side of these apparent paradoxes. 
Not surprisingly, these disputes between insight traditions generally arise 
from tliose widi litde or no insight. One clear mark of die development 
of true insight is that these paradoxes lose their power to confuse and 
obscure. They become tools for balanced inquiry and instruction, 
beautiful poetry, intimations of the heart of the spiritual life and of one's 
own direct and non-conceptual experience of it. 

No-self teachings directly counter the sense diat diere is a separate 
watcher, and drat diis watcher is an "I" drat is in control, observing 
reality or subject to the tribulations of the world. Truly, this is a useful 
illusion to counter. However, if misunderstood, this teaching can 
produce a shadow side that reeks of nihilism, disengagement with life 
and denial. People can get all fixated on eliminating a "self," when die 
emphasis is supposed to be on the words "separate" imd "permanent," 
as well as on die illusion diat is being creating. A better way to say this 
would be, "stopping tire process of mentally creating the illusion of a 
separate self from sensations that are inherentiy non-dual, utterly 
transient ;md thus empty of any separate, permanent self." 

E\ en if you get extremely enlightened, you will still be here from a 
convention^il point of view, but you will idso be just an interdependent 
and intimate part of tiiis utterly transient universe, just as you actually 
always have been. The huge and yet subtie difference is that this vriU be 
known directiy and clearly. The language "eliminating your ego" is 
siniibu ly misunderstood most of die time. 

You see, there are physical phenomena and mental phenomena, as 
well as die "consciousness" or mental echo of tiiese, which is ;ilso in die 
category of mental phenomena. These are just phenomena, and all 
phenomena are not a permanent, separate self, as they all change and 
are aU intimately interdependent. They are simply "aware," i.e. manifest, 
where they are witiiout ;my observer of tiieni at all. The boundaries that 
seem to differentiate self from not-self are arbitrary and conceptual, i.e. 
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not tlie true nature of tilings. Said anotlier way, reality is intimately 
interdependent and non-dual, like a great ocean. 

There is also "awareness", but awareness is not a thing or localized 
in a particular place, so to even say "there is also aw;u eness" is ;ilready a 
tremendous problem, as it implies separateness and existence where 
none c^m be found. To be really philosophic;illy correct about it, 
borrowing heavily from Nagaijuna, awareness cannot be said to fit any 
of the following descriptions: that it exists, that it does not exist, that it 
both exists and does not exist, that it neither exists nor doesn't exist Just 
so, in truth, it cannot be said that: we are awareness, that we are not 
awareness, that we are both awareness and not awareness, or even that 
we ;ue neidier awareness nor not awjueness. We could go dirough die 
same pattern witli wlietlier or not phenomena aie intrinsically luminous. 

For the sake of discussion, and in keeping with standard Buddhist 
thought, awareness is permanent and unchanging. It is also said that, 
"All things arise from it, and all diiiigs retiuii to it," though agiiiii this 
implies a false certainty' about something which is actu;dly impenetrably 
mysterious and mixing die concept of infinite potential witii aw;u eiiess is 
a notoriously dangerous business. We could call it "God," "Nirvana," 
"The Tao," "The Void," "Allah," "Krishna," "Intrinsic Luminosity," 
"Buddha Nature," "Buddha," "Bubba" or just "awareness" as long as we 
realize die abo\'e caveats, especi;dly that it is not a tiling or localized in 
any particular place ;md has no definable (jualities. Awareness is 
sometimes coiiceptu;ilized as pen ading ;ill of tiiis while not being ;ill of 
this, and sometimes conceptualized as being inherent in all of tiiis while 
not being anything in particular. Neither is quite true, though both 
perspectives can be useful. 

If you find yourself adopting ;my fixed idea about what we ai e calling 
"awareness" here, ti}' also adopting its logical opposite to try to achieve 
some sense of direct inciuisitive paradoxical imbalance that sli;ikes fixed 
views about this stuff and points to sonietiiing beyond tiiese limited 
concepts. This is incredibly useful advice for dealing vnth all teachings 
about "Ultimate Reality." I would also recommend looking into the true 
nature of tiie sensations that make up philosophical speculation and all 
sensations of questioning. 
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While phenomena are in flux from their arising to tlieir passing, 
there is awareness of them. Thus, awareness is not these objects, as it is 
not a thing, nor is it separate from these objects, as there would be no 
experience if this were so. By examining our reality just as it is, we may 
come to understand this. 

Furdrer, phenomena do not exist in the sense of abiding in a fixed 
way for any length of time, and thus are utterly transitory, and yet die 
laws that govern the functioning of this utter transience hold. That 
phenomena do not exist does not mean that there is not a reality, but 
that diis realit}' is completely inconstant, except for awareness, \vhich is 
not a thing. This makes no sense to the rational mind, but that is how it 
is with this stuff. 

One teaching drat comes out of die Tlieravada diat can be helpful is 
that there are Three Ultimate Dharmas or ultimate aspects of reality: 
materiali ty (the sensations of the first five sense doors), mentalit y (all 
mental sensations) and Nirvana (though they would call it "Nibbana," 
which is die Pali equivalent of die Sanslu it). In short, this is actually it, 
and "diat" which is beyond this is ;ilso it. Notice diat "awareness" is 
definitely not on diis list. It might be conceptualized as being all diree 
(from a True Self point of view), or quickly discarded as being a useless 
concept that solidifies a sense of a separate or localized "watcher" (from 
die no-self point of view). 

Buddhism also contains a strangely large number of True Self 
teachings, diougli if you told most Buddhists this diey would give you a 
good scolding. Many of diese have dieir origins in Hindu Vedanta and 
Hindu Tantra. AH the talk of Buddha Nature, the Bodhisattva Vow, and 
that sort of thing are True Self teachings. True Self teachings point out 
that this "awareness" is "who we ai e," but it isn't a thing, so it is not self. 
They Jilso point out that we actually are all these phenomena, rather 
tiiMi all of these phenomena being seen as soniediing obseived ^md thus 
not self, which diey are also as they are utterly transient and not 
awareness. This teaching can help students actually examine their reality 
just as it is and sort of "inhabit it" in a honest and realistic way, or it can 
cause tiiem to cling to tilings as "self' if they misunderstand this 
teaching. I will try again... 
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You see, as all phenomena are observed, they cannot possibly be 
the observer. Thus, the observer, which is awareness and not any of the 
phenomena pretending to be it, cannot possibly be a phenomenon and 
diiis is not localized and doesn't exist. This is no-self. However, all of 
diese phenomena are actually us from die point of view of non-duaHty 
and interconnectedness, as die illusion of dualit}' is just ;m illusion. 
When die illusion of duality pernianendy collapses in final awakening, 
all that is left is all of these phenomena, which is True Self, i.e. the lack 
of a separate self and thus just all of this as it is. Remember, however, 
that no phenomena abide for even ;m instant, and so are empty of 
permanent abiding and thus of stable existence. 

This ;ill brings me to one of my lavorite words, "non-dual," a word 
that means diat both duality and unity fail to clearly describe ultimate 
reality. As "awareness" is in some way separate from and unaffected by 
phenomena, we can't say that that unity is the true answer. Unitive 
experiences arise out of strong concentration and can easily fool people 
into tliinking they are the final answer, lliey are not 

That sjiid, it is because "awfireiiess" is not a phenomena, tiling or 
localized in any place that you can't say that duality is true. A duality 
implies something on both sides, an observer and an observed. 
However, there is no phenomenal observer, so duality does not hold up 
under careful investigation. Until we have a lot of fundamental insight, 
die sense that dualit\' is true can be ver}? compelling and can cause all 
sorts of ti ouble. We extiapolate false dualities from sensations until we 
are very highly enlightened. 

Thus, the word "non-dual" is an inherentiy paradoxical term, one 
that confounds reason and even our current experience of reality. If we 
accept the working hypothesis that iioii-dualit}' is true, then we will be 
able to continue to reject botii unitive imd dualistic experiences as the 
true ;mswer and continue to work tow^u ds aw;ilcening. This is probably 
the most practical application of discussions of no-self and True Self. 

No-self and True Self are really just two sides of the same coin. 
There is a great littie poem by one Kalu Rinpoche that goes something 
like: 

We live in illusion 

And the appearance of things. 
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There is a reality: 

We are that reality. 

When you understand this, 

You will see that you are nothing. 

And, heing nothing, 

You lu e everything. 

That is all. 

There are many fine poems on similar themes presented in Sogyal 
Rinpoche's The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying . It is because we are 
none of this that freedom is possible. It is because we ;u e all of this that 
compassionate action for all beings and ourseh es is so important. To 
truly understand this moment is to ti uly underst;md both, wliich is die 
Middle Way between these two extremes (see Nisargadatta's I Am That 
for a very down-to-earth discussion of these issues). While only insight 
practices wUl accomplish this, there are some concentration attainments 
(the last four jhanas or Formless Realms) diat can really help put things 
in proper perspecti\'e, though they do not direcdy cause deep insights 
and aw'iil^ening unless the true nature of the sensations that make them 
up is understood. 
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23.The Formless Realms 

The formless realms never fail to impress and amaze. They can also 
be taken to be much more signific^mt dian tliey refilly are. The trick is to 
come to a balanced underst;mding of what diey lu e imd what drey aren't, 
what tliey are useful for and what tliey do not accomplish. This is not 
always easy. 

Boundless Space, The Fifth Jhana 

To attiiin diis state, one simply continues to cultivate die fourdi 
jhana and begins to not pay attention to die objects in die meditation 
space but gentiy to space itself. How big is reality? Tuning into the 
panoramic quality of attention itself when in the fourth jhana can be 
very helpful. This is quite a fine line, but it can definitely be done. 
Forms then slip away like ghosts into thin air, and the mind turns to 
boundless space, the fifdi jhana, as die object of concentration. 

This jhana is often called "Infinite Space", as die next one is often 
called "Infinite Consciousness", but I prefer the word "boundless" 
because it is much closer to the actual experience of these stages. People 
imagine that they might simultaneously perceive the whole of space, but 
what actually happens is that die perceptufil boundaries drop away and a 
ver}' unitive openness prevails. This open quality' itself becomes the 
primary focus ratiier tiian what is unified in tiiat openness. This aspect 
was already present in the 4* Jhana, but now it comes to the fore. The 
same is true of the next formless realm. 

This is not necessarily as perfectiy clean as it sounds, depending on 
how solidly one in diis state, but it still quite spectacular. When diis state 
is really cultivated, all or most images and sense of a body are gone, and 
almost all that is left is vastness. There is still drought and the illusion of 
a separate self, i.e. duality, but the mind is extremely quiet and the 
duality subtie. The equanimity from the 4th Jhana remains, as the 
formless realms use this state as their foundation. Sounds might still be 
noticeable depending on die deptii of die state. Note, if one attains this 
state while meditating with the eyes open it may have a very different 
quality to it than if the eyes are closed. 

From this state, the meditator has a few options. They can get stuck, 
which may be more prone to happening if they are incorrectiy practicing 
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non-dual formless practices such as dzogchen by Frxating too much on 
the phrase "space-like awareness." They can also either go on to the 
next formless realm (boundless consciousness) or investigate this state 
and thus begin the progress of insight. If this last option is chosen, 
special care and extreme precision must be given to each and every 
instant that the m;my sensations diat make up die perception of space, 
silence or equanimity are perceived so as to see each of diese 
experiences arise and pass completely in each instant, not satisfy, and 
not be self 

It may seem odd to diink of die sensations of space msing ;md 
passing away each instant, but space is a conditioned aspect of relative 
reality?, and is tiius impermanent like ;ill otiier aspects of experiential 
reality. This can be an important attainment, as it clarifies tiiat 
awareness, that non-thing that is often described as space-like, is actually 
not even space, though it is not separate from space, as in the chapter 
called No-self vs. True Self. 

There are few tilings quite as odd, profound, and possibly 
disconcerting as investigating tiie first three formless realms ;md 
perceiving them strobe in and out of existence, but tiiis is powerful 
practice and a very valuable and high attainment. Again, this state may 
be left and insight practices begun with the benefits of the residue of this 
state calming, opening and stabilizing the mind for a short time after it 
ends. 

Boundless Consciousness, The Sixth Jhana 
If the meditator wishes to go further into the formless realms, then 
they should continue to cultivate attention to boundless space and begin 
to notice that tiiey are conscious of all of it, and thus space is filled \vith 
consciousness. As some point tiie mind will abandon boundless space 
and shift to perceiving boundless consciousness, tiie sixtii jhana. This 
can feel outrageously unitive, as consciousness seems to fill the whole 
universe. Space becomes "luminous," and this can be confused with 
descriptions of the fuiid;miental luminosity' of awju eiiess and with non- 
duiilit}', tiiough tills is definitely not the attiiinment of tiie understanding 
of those. Agiiiii, equ;miniity prevails. This state has a sense of presence 
to it tiiat boundless space doesn't. It is also a great staging ground for 
exploration of the "psychic powers." 
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From here the meditator has vaiious options. They can get stuck, 
which can happen fairly easily if they are mistaking dzogchen or other 
non-dual formless practices for meditation on the concentration object 
of boundless consciousness, again due to misunderstanding or 
overemphasizing tlie phrase "space-like a\\'areness." They can also go 
on to cultivate die next formless re;ilm (nothingness), or diey c;m 
investigate boundless consciousness and then begin the progress of 
insight. 

For this last option, extremely careful attention must be given to 
each moment that the sensations diat m;ilce up die perceptions of 
consciousness, vastness, or equanimity' ;uise and pass away. Great 
precision must be given to die fact that these sensations do not satisfy 
and cannot be self or imply a separate self. Because of how 
fundamentally disconcerting (unsatisfactory) it can be to have the three 
illusions shattered at this level of clarity and simplicity, this is not an easy 
practice but can be very powerful. It is actually much more likely that 
such insights into the true nature of the three first formless realms wiU 
aiise spontaneously due to previous sldllful insight practices. 

Again, experiencing boundless consciousness strobing in and out of 
reality can be profoundly helpful in convincing us that even boundless 
consciousness that fills the vastness of space is not awareness, though 
awju eness cannot be said to be separate from consciousness. What is 
obsen ing boundless consciousness strobe in and out of reality? Now, 
there is a question, perhaps The Question. 

Nothingness, The Seventh Jhana 
If die meditator wishes to attain to the next formless realm, that of 
nodiingiiess, they simply cultivate the jhana of boundless consciousness 
and disencli;mt diemselves with the vastness ;md luminosity' of that state. 
Eventually, the mind will abandon tiiese and shift to die jhana of 
nothingness. To imagine this state, imagine space with all of the lights 
completely out, so that there is no vastness, and almost no sensations 
otiier than those of nothingness. It is almost as though attention is out of 
phase \vitli ne;uly ;ill phenomena except tiiose tiiat imply nodiingness. 
They are still diere somewhere, but diey are not being attended to. 

This jli^ma is different from the previous two formless realms in diat 
they are quite present to reality in some way and panoramic in 
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perspective, whereas notiiingness is more turned away from phenomena 
and perhaps more focused in some way. There is, however, some very 
subtle thought and some extremely subtle sense of a separate self. Note 
well, nothingness is absolutely not emptiness, though it is empty, but this 
is not the attainment of tiiis underst;mding. Ho\vever, one can easily be 
convinced that this is emptiness due to tiie extreme profundity? of it. 

As before, tiiis jhana can have different degrees of intensity to it. 
Even when one is not strongly in it, there is a sense of being out of 
phase with reality, like being dissociated. Reality is there, but you have 
tuned it out on your radio. Note \vell, this is very different from just 
being "tuned out" in tiie coUocjuial sense. 

While equanimity' previiils, this state c;m be a bit sc;uy at first, and 
tills can cause some instability of tiiis state. Now even consciousness and 
space are basically gone. However, there is still awareness of this state, 
indicating that there can be awareness that is not particularly 
consciousness or space. This really helps debunk the sense that 
awareness is consciousness or space or even a thing, that we are our 
body, etc. That s;ud, it is not notiiingness either. Nothingness may be 
perceived, whereas awareness may not. 

From this state, the mind may get stuck, but this is not quite as likely 
as with the first two formless states, as this state is quite refined but not 
as breathtaking as the first two in some ways. The meditator may then 
try to move on to the next jhana, or may investigate tiiis state. It may 
seem incredible that the sensations of notiiingness itself could be 
observed to arise and pass, i.e. strobe in and out of reality, or tiiat tiiey 
could be known to not satisfy or not be self. However, this is definitely 
possible, if potentially quite disconcerting due to its extreme profundity 
and ability to really kick some sense into the mind about tiie truth of 
tilings. It also helps debunk the false idea that "The Void" or 
"awfueness" is notiiingness. It is not even tiiis. Remember, no sensation 
can observe anotiier, so anytiiing you can tiiink of cannot be said to be 
"awareness." 

By simply paying close attention to every instant that nothingness or 
equanimity is perceived, and \vitli precise attention to the exact arising 
and passing of each of these, that tiiese transient moments do not satisfy, 
and that these neither can impute nor can be a separate self, the three 
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illusions can begin to be penetrated in tlie highest state in which tliis can 
be accomplished. As this is a particularly subtle business, the meditator 
may also leave the jhana and begin insight practice in the afterglow of 
this state as before. Strobing sensations of nothingness are more likely to 
ai ise during tire progress of insight in the stage called High Equanimity 
for those with very strong concentration skills. 

Neither Perception Nor Yet Non-perception, 
The Eighth Jhaxa 

If the meditator \vishes to attain the next jhana, they simply hang out 
in notliingness until diey get bored widi perception entirely and 
understand that even perception is somehow disconcerting. Thus, die 
mind wiU eventually shift on its own to the state with the perplexing but 
thoroughly appropriate title of "neither perception nor yet non- 
perception," hereafter "the eighth jhana" for the sake of bre\fty. 

This state is largely incomprehensible, but it is absolutely not 
emptiness. It is empt^', but diis is not die attainment of that 
understanding. The eighth jhana may very easily be confused as being 
emptiness, especially if it is attained through insight practices (remember 
that insight practices can simultaneously cultivate concentration and 
wisdom). There is no reasonable way to attempt to describe this state, 
save for diat it is a mind state, ;md thus is not emptiness, as emptiness is 
not a mind state or aiiydiing else for that matter. I ;uii tempted to say 
that one is simultaneously focused so narrowly that one notices nothing 
and yet so broadly that one doesn't notice even that, but such a 
description doesn't quite do this state justice. One way or the other, 
there is complete inattention to diversity?. The eiglidi jhana is the highest 
of the states of concentration diat can be attained, ignoring die 
attainment of die cessation of perception ;md feeling, see the Appendix. 

It is not possible to investigate diis state, as it is too 
incomprehensible, or to move to a higher state. Thus, as this state ends, 
the meditator may return to lower states or turn to insight practice in the 
afterglow of this state. It should Jilso be noted that, in contrast to the 
previous seven jlianas, the issue of "hard" or "soft" jhana that relates to 
how solidly one is in a state does not apply to the eiglith jhana. You are 
eitlier in it or you are not. 
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The eightli jhana may have a certain stability tliat notliingness 
doesn't due to the inability to make sense of it or go beyond it. Thus, 
the mind may move fairly quickly from boundless consciousness, 
through nothingness, and drop into the eighdi jhana for a \vhile, though 
the vaguest hint of attention to an^liiing specific demolishes this state 
inst^mdy. It is ;ilso possible to sort of drift up ;md down through tlie 
various formless realms, and shifting back down to lower jhanas after 
being up in higher jhanas such as this one can lend a great deal of 
intensity to them. 

The eighdi jhana can be sorted out from the attainment of 
emptiness by a number of signs having to do widi the way the entrance 
to die state presents itself (i.e. not being one of die Three Doors imd 
thus not relating to the rapid and clear presentation of one of die Three 
Characteristics three or four times in quick succession), what came 
before this (i.e. not the stages of insight, see below) and the fact that 
there is still some subtle sense of a state and thus relative reality. 

Just to drive this point home, an important featiue of concentration 
practices is that they ;ue not liberating in ;uid of tiiemselves. Even die 
highest of diese states ends. The afterglow from diem does not last diat 
long, and regular reality might even seem like a bit of an assault when it 
is gone. However, jhana-junkies still abound, and many have no idea 
diat diis is what diey have become. I have a good friend who has been 
lost in the formless realms for over 20 ye;us, att;iiiiiiig them again and 
agjiin in his practice, rationalizing diat he is doing dzogclieii practice (a 
type of insight practice) when he is just sitting in the 4'''-6''' jhanas, 
rationalizing that the last two formless realms are emptiness, and 
rationalizing that he is enlightened. It is a true dharma tragedy. 

Unfortunately, as another good friend of mine rightiy pointed out, it 
is very luiixl to reach such people after a while. They get tangled in 
golden cliJiins so beautiful diat tiiey have no idea tiiey are even in 
prison, nor do tiiey tend to take kindly to suggestions tiiat tiiis may be 
so, particularly if their identity has become bound up in their false 
notion that they are a realized being. Chronic jhana-junkies are fairly 
easy to identify, even though they often imagine that they are not. I have 
no problem with people becoming jliana-junldes, as we are all 
presumably able to take responsibilities for our choices in Ufe. However, 
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when people don't realize tliat tliis is what tliey have become and 
pretend that what they are doing has something to do with insight 
practices, that's annoying and sad. 

To tiy to clearly differentiate between concentration practice and 
insight practice, I will now give a detailed description of die stages of 
insight so that the contiast will be as clear as possible. Pay c;ueful 
attention to how different diese descriptions are from diose of die pure 
concentration states. 
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24. The Progress of Insight 



The pre-vipassana stages 



The Dark Night 
(dukkha hanas) 



P'jhana 

2"''jhana 

3"* jhana 
4*jhana 



The progress of insight is a set of stages tliat diUgent meditators pass 
dirough on die padi of insight. Some of die "content based" or 
psychok)gical insights into ourseh es am be interesting and helpful, but 
when I say "insight," diese stages are what I am talking about. Just so 
that you have seen the whole list of the names of these stages, the formal 
names of stages of insight in order are: 

1. Mind and Body 

2. Cause and Effect 

3. The Three Ch;iracteristics 

4. The Arising and Passing Away 

5. Dissolution 

6. Fear 

7. Misery 

8. Disgust 

9. Desire for Deliverance 

10. Re -observation 

1 1 . Equaniniit\' 

12. Conlbrniity 

13. Change of Lineage 

14. Patii 
L5. Fruition 
16. Re\iew 

I will give detailed descriptions of them sliortiy. 

I win refer to these stages by their shortened tides, their numbers 
and occasionally short-hand slang. These are formally known as 
"Knowledge of and then the stage, e.g. "Knowledge of Mind and 
Body," but I will just use the part lifter die "of." They are also called 
"lianas," which means "luiowledges", usually witii a number, as in "die 
First Nana." Notice tiiat I use the word stage ratiier dian state. These are 
stages of heightened perception into the truth of things, opportunities to 
see directiy how things actually are, but they are not seemingly stable 
states as with concentration practice. The jhanaic groupings refer to 
vipassana jhanas, which will be covered in more deptii later, but they 
borrow their perspectives and certain fundamental aspects from their 
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samatha jhana equivalents. In otlier ways tliey may diverge widely from 
the experience of pure samatha jhanas. 

One of the most profound things about these stages is that they are 
stnmgely predictable regardless of the practitioner or the insight 
tradition. Texts two thousand years old descrihe die stages just die way 
people go dirough them today, though there will he some individual 
variation on some of die particulars today as then. The Christian maps, 
the Sufi maps, the Buddhist maps of the Tibetans and the Theravada, 
and the maps of the Khabbalists and Hindus are aU remarkably 
consistent in tiieir fundamentals. I cli;mced into tiiese classic 
experiences before I had Juiy ti ^iining in meditation, iuid I have met a 
large number of people who have done likewise. These maps, Buddhist 
or odierwise, are talking about something inherent in how our minds 
progress in fundamental wisdom that has litde to do with any tradition 
and lots to do with the mysteries of the human mind and body. These 
stages are not Buddhist but universal, ;md Buddhism is merely one of 
the ti aditions that describes them, albeit unusually well. 

The progress of insight is discussed in a number of good books, 
such as Jack Kornfield's A Patii witii Heart in die section called 
Dissolving the Self, which I highly recomment A very extensive, 
thorough, accessible and highly recommended treatment of it is given in 
Maliasi Sayadaw's works The Progress of Insight and Practicril Insight 
Meditation (on BPS out of Sri Liuika), a p;uti;illy castrated version of 
which appears in Jack Kornfield's Living DlicU iiia . It should be noted 
here tiiat Practical Insight Meditation is my favorite dhai nia book of all 
time with no close competitors. If you can ever lay your hands on a 
copy, do so! Even the section of it that appears in Living Dharma is 
much better tiian having access to none of it at all. 

Sayadaw U Paiidita's In This Verv Life ;ilso covers this territory', and 
is a bit of a must have for tiiose who like lists ^md sti ;uglit-up Theravada, 
but he leaves out a lot of juicy details. The Visuddliiniagga . a 5di 
Century text by Buddhaghosa, also does a nice treatment of these stages, 
and contains some interesting and hard to find information. It focuses 
laigely on die emotional side-effects and thus misses many useful points. 
Aiiodier good but brief map appears in Ven. Klienpo Kartiiar 
Rinpoche's Dharma Paths . You could also check out Bhante 
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Gunaratana's The Patli of Serenity and Insight if you would like to 
know the dogma well. It is a thorough and scholarly work. 

Matthew Flickstein's Swallowing the River Ganges is a light 
treatment of basic Buddhist concepts and contains a \'ery superfici;il 
treatment of die stages of insight. It is kind of like what would happen if 
3'ou condensed a medic^il school textbook down to a 5'"' grade science 
text. It focuses almost entirely on the emotional side effects and thus 
misses a huge amount that is worthy of discussion, but it comes from a 
good place and is harmless enough. It doesn't add anything to the above 
sources but is easy to read. 

There are many less accessible maps of insight as well. The Tibet:m 
Book of the Dead. Liberation Through Hearing in die B:u do reciuires 
some prior familiai ity widi diis territory' to sort out the \vild symbolic 
imagery. A 12th Century Sufi map is given in ]ouinc\ io the Lord of 
Power by Ibn 'Arabi, but again the medieval symbolism is somewhat 
hard to untangle unless you are already person;illy f;unili;u- widi these 
stages. It also provides a very interesting if quite cryptic description of 
die higher stages of realization. St. John of the Cross' The D:u k Night of 
The Soul does a good job of dealing widi die most dif ficult of die insight 
stages. His map is called The Ladder of Love. Unfortunately, the 
translation of the medieval Spanish and thickness of complex Catholic 
dogma make it a fairly inaccessible. 

I strongly recommend that you consult some of these other sources, 
paiticularly the first five mentioned. While I consider die tieatment of 
the stages of insight diat follows sliordy to be by far die most 
comprehensive and practical explanation of the stages of insight ever 
written, and I mean that honestiy, there are still lots of great points made 
in those books, and you should check diem out. There is a huge 
amount of valuable information left out in Jill of these sources, perhaps 
due to die Mushroom Factor, but perhaps due to some of die 
difficulties in describing all the litde nuances of die subject in all its 
possible variations. Thus, working with a teacher who has personal 
mastery of these stages (regardless of what they call them) is an 
extremely good idea most of the time. 

The model terminology I am using is from die ancient 
conmientaries on the Pali Canon of the Theravada tradition. This 
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model is used mosdy in Burma but is also used to some degree in the 
other Theravada traditions. Zen is quite aware of these stages, as all Zen 
Masters had to go through them and continue to do so, but they tend 
not to name them or talk about them, as is their typical style. This c;m 
be helpful, as people can get all obsessed vvidi diese maps, turning them 
into a new form of useless content and a source of imprisoning 
identification and competition. This is die ugly shadow side of goal- 
oriented or map-based practice, but it often (diough not always) may be 
overcome with honest awareness of this fact. 

Luckily, if die meditator re;illy is into insight territoiy, continued 
correct practice has a way of unsticldng them given time. Also, when the 
proverbial stuff is hitting the fan, having a map ;ux)und can really help 
the meditator not make too many of die common and tempting 
mistakes of that stage, as well as provide the meditator with faith that 
that they are on the right track when they hit the hard or weird stages. 
These stages can significantiy color or skew a meditator's view of tlieir 
life until they master them, and it can be very helpful to remember this 
when tiying to navigate diis territory and keep one's job and 
relationships functioning. Those who do not have the benefit of die 
maps in these situations or who choose to ignore them are much more 
easily bUndsided by the psychological extremes and challenges which 
may sometimes accompany stages such as The Arising and Passing 
Away and those of The D;u k Night. 

Wliile many people don't w;mt to know die maps for various 
reasons (such as tiieir own unexamined insecurities), I suspect tiiat 
many more people could get a lot farther in their practice if they did 
know them. At their very least, the maps clearly demonstrate that there 
is vastiy more to all tiiis than just philosophy or psychology . They also 
ciemly and uimmhiguously point to how the game is played step by step 
and stage by stage, ndiat one is looldng for and more importantly why, 
and give guidelines for how to avoid serening up along the way. Why 
people wouldn't want to know these things is completely beyond me. 

They fill in the juicy details of the seemingly vast gap from doing 
some seemingly boring and simple practice to getting enlightened. 
Furtiier, providing all of this extremely precise information on exactiy 
what to do puts the responsibility for progress or a lack thereof clearly 
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on tlie meditator (e.g. you), which is exactly where it should be. If alter 
reading this book you don't put this extremely powerful information 
into practice, the fault is your own. 

There is considerable evidence that the lack of diis information in 
insight ti aditions that don't use the maps has been one of the primary 
obstacles to progress. On die odier hand, die maps can sometimes 
cause furious competition and arrogance in the traditions tiiat do use 
them, as well as harmful fixation on purely future-oriented goals. Please, 
do your very best to avoid these sorts of problems. 

The more intense, consistent and precise the practice, the easier it is 
to see how the maps apply. The more energy?, focus and consistency is 
put into practice, die more dr;unatic and even outiageous tiiese stages 
can be. If tiiese stages unfold over long periods of time and gentiy, it can 
be more difficult to see the progression through them, though it does 
happen regardless. Certain emphases in practice, such as Mahasi 
Sayadaw style "noting" practice, p;uticubirly on intensive retreats, seem 
to produce a clearer appreciation of the maps, and some individuals wiU 
have an easier time seeing how tiiese maps apply tii;m otiiers will. 

Each stage is marked by very specific increases in our perceptual 
abilities. The basic areas we can improve in are clarity, precision, speed, 
consistency, inclusiveness and acceptance. It is these improvements in 
our perceptual abilities tiiat are the liallni;u ks of each stage and the gold 
standard by which they are defined and luiown. Each stage also tends to 
bring up nient;il ;md physical raptures (unusu;il numife stations). These 
are fairly predictable at each stage and sometimes very unique to each 
stage. They are secondary to the increase in perceptual thresholds of 
ways by which we may judge whether or not we are in a particular stage. 

Each stage also tends to bring up specific aspects of our emotional 
and psychological makeup. These are also strangely predictable, but 
tiiese ju e not as reliable for determining which stage is occurring. They 
are suggestible, ordinary, and will show more variation from person to 
person. However, when used in conjunction with the changes in 
perceptual threshold and the raptures, they can help us get a clearer 
sense of which stage has been attained. Further, these stages occur in a 
ver}' predictable order, ^md so looldiig for a pattern of stages leading one 
to the next can help us get a sense of what is going on. Thus, when 
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reading my descriptions of tiiese stages, pay attention to tiiese separate 
aspects: the shift in perceptual threshold, the physical and mental 
raptures, the emotional and psychological tendencies, and the overall 
pattern of how tiiat stage fits with the rest. 

So, die meditator sits down (or lies down, stands, etc.) and hegins to 
try to experience each and eveiy sensation cleiuly as it is. When tiie 
meditator gains enough concentration to steady tire mind on tire object 
of meditation, something called "access concentration," they may enter 
the first jhana, now called the "first vipassana jhana," which is in some 
ways die s;ime for botii concentration practice ;md insight practice at the 
beginning. However, as they have been practicing insight meditation, 
tiiey are not tiying to solidify tiiis state, but jue tiying to penetrate the 
three illusions by understanding tire Three Characteristics. 

They have been trying to sort out with mindfulness what is body and 
what is mind and when each is and isn't there. They have been trying to 
be clear about the actu;il sensations that make up their world just as they 
are. They ha\'e been tiying to directly understand the Three 
Ch;u acteristics moment to moment in whatever sensations arise, be it in 
a restricted area of space, such as tire area of tire sensations of breathing, 
a moving area of space (e.g. body-scanning practices), in the whole of 
their world as is done in choiceless awareness practices, using some 
other technique or object, or just by being ;ilive and paying attention. 
Thus, this first stage has a different (juiilit}' to it from that of 
concentration prac tic e, and they attain to direct and clear perception of 
tire first knowledge of... 

f . Mind and Body 
There is this sudden shift, ;md mental phenomena shift out away 
from die illuson' sense of "the watcher" ;md are just out there in tire 
world witii die sensations of tire otiier five sense doors. This is an 
important insight, as it shows us clearly and directiy that we are not 
"our" mind or "our" body. It is also a really nice, clear and unitive- 
feeUng state (it really is still more state -like than stage-like) , and people 
can tn' to hold on to it just as \vidi the first jhana jmd get stuc k. Realit}' 
c;m seem just a bit more brillirmt die first time one chances into Mind 
and Body. We may feel more alive and connected to tire world. 
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Witli tlie sensate experience of botli mental and physical 
phenomena being clearly observable, the relationships and interactions 
between the two begin to become obvious. What is meant by "the 
du;ilistic split" is very obvious during this first stage. 

Somewhere around tire first stage, either just before it or shortly 
af ter it, there may arise odd jaw p;iins on one side, diroat tensions, and 
some otlier such unpleasant physical occurrences. Regardless, it soon 
becomes easy to see that each sensation is followed by the crude mental 
impression of it, and that intentions precede actions and thoughts (see 
the discussion of impermanence in Part I, The Three Characteristics). 
Thus, we come to... 

2. Cause and Effect 
In this stage, the relationships between mental and physical 
phenomena become very clear and sometimes ratchet-like. The joy and 
wonder of Mind and Body have left, ;md now the interactions bet^veen 
die mind ;md body become somewhat mech;mical seeming. Motions 
such as walking or the breath may begin to get jerky, as there is die 
intention and the motion, the sensation and the mental impression of it, 
the cause and the effect, all occurring in a way which can seem sort of 
tight and robot-like. You note, the breath nio\ es just a bit. You stop 
noting, tiie breatii stops. You note quicldy, the breath jerks (juicldy. You 
note slowly, die breath follows. Some will stop noting ciuicldy or stop 
noting at all, tiiinking tiiat tiiey are messing up die breatii. The advice 
here is as before: note quickly, and don't worry about what the breath 
does. 

Remember how I recommended tiying to experience one to ten 
sensations per second consistentiy, noting which were mental and which 
were physic;d? At tiiis stage, die meditator is finally able to do this witii a 
fair degree of skill, confidence and consistency. Those witii stronger 
concentration tendencies or a bent towards such things may notice 
thoughts and perhaps even visions of insight into cause and effect on a 
macroscopic scale, where past action or circumstances lead to various 
consequences, some event lead to some rebirth, some previous life lead 
to sonietiiing today, and in general may get a sense tiiat tiiey are able to 
intuit aspects of tiie workings of karma in a way they did not before. As 
the meditator becomes more clear about the beginnings and endings of 
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each of tliese, about tlie irritation caused by tiiis jerkiness and about tire 
fact that all of this seems to be happening fairly on its own, they come to 
directiy perceive for themselves... 

3. The Three Chai^vcterlstics 

The Three Characteristics of impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and 
egolessness or no-self become predominant, which is good, as these are 
the fundamental basis for insight. Here it begins to become quite clear 
tiiat these intentions and actions, sensations and the kn()\vledge of them, 
and all of the constituents of this experience are quicldy arising and 
passing, somewhat jarring, ;md not particularly in our control or us. 
Further, as these sensations are all observed, including tire crude mental 
impression that follows them ("consciousness"), the whole of the mind 
and body process is not a separate self. It is merely a part of the 
interdependent world. 

These chiuacteristics become clearer and clearer, as well as faster 
and faster, as tiie meditator diligently pays c;ueful attention to exactiy 
what is happening at each moment. For tiiose doing noting practice, 
somewhere around here your speed and precision may begin to get so 
fast that you cannot note every sensation you experience. Move to more 
general noting, mono-syllabic noting (such as "beep" for each sensation 
experienced regardless of what it \vas), or drop the noting entirely and 
stay witii noticing b;ue sensation come ;md go. At this stage, practice 
begins to really take off despite tire fact tiiat tiiis stage tends to be fairly 
unpleasant. 

This unpleasantness tends to be mostiy physical, though this stage 
can also cause numerous d^uk feelings ;md a sense of \vanting to 
renounce die world and practice. Occasionally, the e;u"ly part of this 
stage can cause people to feel vulnerable, raw, ;md irritable to a sm^ill or 
large degree in tire ways tiiat a migraine headache or a bad case of PMS 
can. I have occasionally been laid out on a couch for hours by this 
aspect of this stage, holding my head and just wishing that these early 
stages didn't sometimes involve so much p;un ;md ;mguish. 

There may be odd bodily twistings, obsession with posture, and 
painful tensions or strange other sensations, particularly in tlie back, 
neck, jaw and shoulders. These tensions may persist when not 
meditating and be quite irritating and even debilitating. The rhomboid 
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and trapezius muscles are the most common offenders. It is common to 
try to sit witfi good posture and then find one's body twisting into some 
odd and painful position. You straighten out, and soon enough it does it 
again. That's a ven' Three Characteristics sort of pattern. People 
sometimes describe tiiese feelings as some powerhil energy that is 
blocked and seems wants to get out or move tiirough. 

Feelings of heat and sensations like tiiose of a fever may sometimes 
accompany tiiis stage. One's neck and back may become very stiff, 
either on one side or both sides. The right and left sides of one's body 
may feel quite different from each otiier sometimes. The easiest way to 
get these unpleasant physical manif estations to go away is to keep 
investigating tiie Three Characteristics, eitiier of them or of whatever 
primary object you have chosen. These are common early retreat 
experiences, particularly in the first few days. 

Fighting them or trying other methods (backrubs, etc.) seems to 
either help only a little, \vork only temporarily, or sometimes m;il<.e 
them even worse, though sometimes hatha yoga And related practices 
done witii a high degree of awareness can be helpful. This is a common 
time for people to go to healtii practitioners of various kinds, from 
orthopedists and dentists to chiropractors and body workers. For 
example, I had a wisdom tooth removed during one pass through this 
stage because I thought it \vas throwing my jaw out of alignment, ;md 
perhaps it was, but this \vas clearly exacerbated by this stage of practice. 

Even if tiiese unpleasant physical manif estations do slack off for a 
bit, tiiey are likely to keep coming back until one's insight is sufficient to 
progress beyond this part of this stage. Thus, should one find such 
things interfering with one's Hfe, I recommend continued precise and 
accepting practice. This is a phase of practice when strong effort and 
ver\' (juick investigation really pay off. 

Certain tiaditions may look at such pliysic;il ni;uiifestations as 
"energy imbalances" or in some otiier negative light, and I can see 
where they are coming from, but I find those perspectives limiting. 
Rather, I see this stage in its broader context as just one more phase of 
practice. Others may invent veiy stiange stories to explain tiiese 
experiences. A f riend of mine ran into this nana on retreat, found it very 
unpleasant, stopped practicing and began to spin out all sorts of f antastic 
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stories in her head about how tire poor fellow sitting next to her was very 
angry and how it was making her tense. This didn't help whatsoever, 
and she got stuck there. I have learned to welcome these odd 
manifestations as cle;u ly recognizable markers of progress on the path. 
They ;ue clear objects for practice and reassure me that I am on die 
right ti ack. Unfortunately, diis is a hiuxl lesson to teach odiers. True, 
these manifestations can suck, but being able to appreciate what is 
happening in the face of the difficult stages is important, and becomes 
much more important later on. 

As die mind gains speed at really seeing each of the sensations of the 
mind and body come and go, and die jerkiness from cause and effect 
c;ui get (juite rapid ;uid pronounced. These pliysiciil movements jmd 
spasms seem to help break up die physical tension diat may sometimes 
accompany this stage, and are a sign of progress. 

4. The Arising and Passing A\\'ay 
This is also the beginning of die second vipass;ma jli;ma. As in die 
second samatiia jliana, die applied and sustained effort or attention 
begin to drop away, and meditation can seem to take on a Ufe of its own. 
In the early part of this stage, the meditator's mind speeds up more and 
more (juicldy, ;md realit}' begins to be perceived as p;uticles or fine 
vibrations of mind and matter, each arising ;md v;misliing utterly at 
tiemendous speed. The tradition;il texts actually c;ill diis stage die 
beginning of insight practices, as from diis point on diere is a much 
more direct and non-conceptual understanding of the Three 
Characteristics. 

This stage is marked by dr;uiiatically increased perceptual abilities 
when compared widi die previous stages. For example, one might be 
able to hone one's awiu eness to laser-like precision on the tip of one's 
littie finger and seemingly be able to perceive die beginning and ending 
of every single sensation that made up that finger. Spontaneous physical 
movements and strange jerky breathing patterns that showed up in 
Cause and Effect and became more pronounced in the Three 
Characteristics may speed up significantly. This stage explains where 
many practices such as Tibet^m inner fire practices of die Yogic breadi 
of fire come from. It can also reveal the source material tiiat inspired 
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teachings such as those about chakias and energy channels. Many 
descriptions of Kundalini awakening are talking about this stage. 

Reality is perceived directly with great clarity, and great bliss, 
rapture, eciuimimit}', mindhilness, concentiation, ;md odier positive 
qualities arise. Practice is extremely profound and sustainable, and there 
may be no p;un even after hours of sitting. Unfortunately, die positive 
qualities tliat have arisen can easily become what are called the "Ten 
Corruptions of Insight" if the true nature of the individual sensations by 
which they are known are not understood as well, and until this happens 
a meditator c^m easily get stuck in the immature p;u t of this stage. 

The Ten Corruptions of Insight are: illumination, luiowledge, 
rapturous happiness, tiancjuilit}', bliss, resolute confidence, exertion, 
assurance, equanimity and attachment. To quote tlie great meditation 
master Sayadaw U Pandita, from his great but very hard-to-find book. 
On the Path to Freedom. "As for the practicing yogi, he will at once 
recognize the above as imperfections of insight not representing 
dliamma breakdirough ;uid are only to be noted off, remembering die 
teacher's advice as to what is padi and not path. Being disabled by the 
ten imperfections, he would not be capable of observing die triple 
characteristics in their true nature; but once freed from imperfections, 
he is able to do so." In short, they may feel that they are now a very 
mighty meditator and that they should try to hold on to this forever, i.e. 
they stop actually doing insight practices ;md instead solidify diese 
(juiilities as concentiation practice objects. Thus, the advice given about 
deconstructing and investigating the positive factors of die samatiia 
jhanas, particularly the second one, is also very helpful when trying to 
stay on the narrow path of the progress of insight. 

Visions, unusual sensoiy abilities (such as seeing nearby things 
dirough one's closed eyelids), out of body experiences, and especially 
bright lights tend to arise to die meditator, sometimes first as jewel-tone 
sparkles and tiien as a bright white light ("I have seen die light!"). The 
technical meditator may easily sit for hours dissecting their reality into 
extremely fine and fast sensations and vibrations, perhaps even up to 40 
per second or even more, \vitli an extremely high level of precision and 
consistency. (Where die absurd and disheartening rumors of billions of 
mind moments per second come from is beyond me). Fine vibrations 
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may spread over tlie body, revealing interference patterns between 
experiences, enabling one to know directly that when one thing is 
experienced, in that instant, something else is not. 

It is veiy easy to conf use this stage with descriptions of stage 1 1 . 
Ecjuanimit}', especially as tire stage before it, 10. Re-obsen ation, has 
some distinct simihuities to stage 3. The Three Ch^uacteristics. A brief 
discussion of tire fractal nature of diings that describes diis will follow in 
the chapter called The Vipassana Jhanas. The big difference is that this 
stage is ruled by quick cycles, rapidly changing frequencies of vibrations, 
odd physical movements, strange breathing patterns, heady raptures, a 
decreased need for sleep, strong bliss, and a general sense of riding on a 
spiritu;il roller coaster with no breaks. The higher stages (10 and 11) do 
not have tliose qualities. 

As to the cycles, they tend to proceed as follows, with this 
description assuming that you are using the breath as object. The mind 
kicks in, follows faster and faster vibrations, things really engage and 
speed up, perhaps accompanied by more pronounced shaking or 
strange breatliing patterns increasing in speed, ;md dien fin;illy h;ilf way 
down an out-breath there is a shift, diings drop down slowly, it takes 
work to stay with things as they slow dovm, and then things bottom out. 
The breath may stop entirely for a while. Then things come back up 
witii die breath, attention tends to flag, things relax, and then tiie cycle 
begins agjiin witii things speeding up, etc. These breatliing cycles may 
happen quite on tiieir own and may even be difficult to stop when we 
are deeply into tiiis stage. Those using visualizations as object, may 
notice that the objects begin to spin with the phase of the breath, or 
move in ways that they seem to have a life of their own, albeit a two 
dimensional one, as compared to the three dimensional visions that may 
arise later. 

As tiiis stage deepens and matures, meditators let go of even die 
high levels of clarity and die otiier strong factors of meditation, perceive 
even these to arise and pass as just vibrations, not satisfy, and not be self. 
They may plunge down into the very depths of the mind as though 
plunging deep undenvater to where they can percei\'e indi\'idual frames 
of reality arise and pass with breathtaking clarity as though in slow 
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motion. It can even feel as if we have been submerged in thick syrup 
and partially sedated with some strong, opiate-Uke drug. 

At the bottom of these depths, however they present themselves, 
individual moments may sometimes haxe a frozen (jualit}' to them, as if 
sensations were stopping comjiletely in the middle of their manifestation 
for just M\ inst;mt, and this way of experiencing realit}' is unicjue to tiiis 
stage. Somewhere in here is tire entrance to tire tiiird vipassana jhana in 
U Pandita's model, though there is some controversy about exacfly 
which insights Hne up with which vipassana jhanas from here on out. I 
prefer to think of the Arising and Passing Away being purely second 
vipassana jhana. I wiU discuss these controversies in the following 
chapter. 

They may be able to meditate witii profound clarity even when 
asleep, and the need for sleep may be greatiy reduced. Wild "kundaUni" 
phenomena are very common at this point, including powerful physical 
shaking and releases, explosions of consciousness like a fireworks 
display or a tornado, visions, and especially vortexes of powerful fine 
"electiical" vibrations blasting down one's spinal column and/or beUveen 
one's ears. These vortexes can be very loud. These sorts of experiences 
can occur quite unexpectedly and even off the cushion, such as in lucid 
dreams. They may be followed by various mixtures of wonder, 
excitement, bliss, extraordinan' joy, and sometimes disorientation. It is 
not uncommon for tiiose in the height of tiie rapture of tiiis stage to 
associate some of these occurrences witii tiiose of an extended orgasm. 
None of tiiese tilings are a problem unless their true nature is not 
understood or unless they happen when one is doing something Uke 
driving a car down an interstate at 75 rrdles per hour (a story for another 
time). 

Strong sensual or sexual f eelings and dreams are common at this 
stage, ;md these may have a non-discriminating (iualit\' tiiat tiiose 
attached to tiieir notion of tiiemselves as being something other than 
partially bisexual may find disturbing. Further, if you have unresolved 
issues around sexuality, which we basically aU have, you may encounter 
aspects of them during this stage. This stage, its afterglow, and the 
almost withdrawal-like crash that can follow seem to increase the 
temptation to indulge in all manner of hedonistic delights, particularly 
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subst;mces and sex. As tlie bliss wears off, we may find ourselves feeling 
very hungry or lustful, craving chocolate, wanting to go out and party, or 
something like that. If we have addictions that we have been fighting, 
some extra vigilance ne;u- the end of this stage might be helpful. 

This stage also tends to give people more of an extro\'erted, zealous 
or visionaiy (juiilit}', and tliey may have all sorts of energv' to pour into 
somewhat idealistic or grand projects and schemes. At tire far extreme 
of what can happen, this stage can imbue one vvith the powerful 
charisma of the radical religious leader. 

Finally, at ne;u ly die pe;ik of die possible resolution of the mind, 
they cross something called "The Arising jmd Passing Event" (A&P 
Event) or "Deep Insight into die Aiising ;md Passing Away." This event 
marks a profound shift in tlie meditator's practice, and from dien on 
they will be somewhat changed by what they have seen, with this being 
the Point of No Return that I mentioned in the Foreword and Warning. 
The illtensit^' of this e\ ent can \ aiy, though it tends to be cjuite cle;u- ;md 
memorable, pai ticubuly the first time one crosses it during that cycle. 

It should also be noted diat some people will have a big and 
obvious buildup to such experiences and for odiers diey will suddenly 
just show up completely without warning, sometimes spontaneously and 
even without formal meditation training, as happened to me at around 
age 15. I have a number of friends \vlio ran into diese diings without 
form;il training ^md in daily life, odiers who ran into them \vlieii doing 
lijillucinogens including mesc^dine and LSD, others during yoga 
practice, odiers while around powerful spiritual figures, including one 
who had it happen while hanging out with a Christian faith healer and a 
few who were hanging out with various gurus. 

Whatever context the first A&P Event happens in, that context will 
tend to hold a special place in that person's heart from then on. For me 
it happened on my own, by my own meditation efforts ;md witiiout a 
tradition, and so I have always associated my own practice with progress. 
My friend who had it happen with the Christian faith healer became the 
most hardcore Christian you could find. Another friend who had it 
happen while on mescaline has since held a special place in her lie;ut 
for shamanism. Those who had it happen with gurus tended to follow 
those gurus for some period of time, associating it with the gurus 
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presence. Some otliers who had it happen in an apparently random 
context usually had no idea what it was or what it had done to them, but 
most have realized that something was different and nearly all 
remember it with an uncanny clarity as somehow standing out from 
ordinaiy experiences. 

Once one has attained tliis event, it is f airly likely diat one will be 
able to attain tire first stage of awakening sooner or later if one can 
navigate the Dark Night skillfully (read: simply keep practicing). Thus, a 
good first goal in insight meditation is to cross the A&P Event at one's 
earliest possible convenience, with caveats given later in the section on 
die D^uk Night. 

The A&P Event c;m happen in three basic ways corresponding to 
tire Three Characteristics, just as can tire entrance to insight stage 15. 
Fruition, and the two are easily confused for this and other reasons. 
There is great variation in the specifics of what we are seeing and feeling 
when we cross this profound and intense event, but certain aspects of 
these events will be common to all practitioners. This event tends to 
manif est in a way that c;m mirror the Three Doors (described in a few 
chapters) at about tire middle of tire out breatli, leading to an 
unknowing event, followed by a few exceedingly clearer and more 
distinct moments imparting some deep understanding of the Three 
Characteristics before a second unknowing event at the end of the 
breath. It is not uncommon for the A&P event to occur during a 
p;u ticularly lucid dre;un or at least in tlie middle of die night. 

Now, it should be noted here diat it is unlikely in diese extreme 
moments for the sense of the breath to be particularly clear, but this is 
how things happen regardless. In these moments, most, but not all, of 
their sensate universe strobes in ^md out of re^ilit^', guises and passes. 
The subde background ;uid sense of an observer still seems to stay 
stable. In coiiti astto diis, die eiiti ;uice to stage 1,5. Fruition is tiirough 
one of die Three Doors, involves die complete sensate universe 
(background, time, space and all), happens at the end of the out breath, 
and does not involve two closely related unknowing events. (The 
usefulness of this information may become apparent later on.) 

Those who have crossed the A&P Event have stood on the ragged 
edge of reality and the mind for just an instant, and they know that 
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awakening is possible. They will have great faitli, may want to tell 
everyone to practice, and are generally evangelical for a while. They will 
have an increased ability to understand the teachings due to their direct 
and non-conceptual experience of the Three Ch;u acteristics. 
Philosophy tliat deals with the fundamental paradoxes of duality wiU be 
less problematic for diem in some way, and they may find diis 
fascinating for a time. Those widi a strong philosophical bent will find 
that they can now philosophize rings around those who have not 
attained to this stage of insight. 

They may also incorrectly think that they ai e enlightened, as what 
diey have seen was completely spectacular and profound. In fact, this is 
strangely common for some period of time, and tiius may stop 
practicing when tiiey have actu^illy only really begun. 

This is a common time for people to write inspired dharma books, 
poetry, spiritual songs, and that sort of thing. This is also the stage when 
people ;ue more likely to join monasteries or go on great spiritual 
quests. It is also wordi noting tiiat tiiis stage can look an a\\f ul lot like a 
manic episode as defined in die DSM-IV (the current diagnostic manujil 
of psychiatry) . The rapture and intensity of tiiis stage can be basically off 
the scale, the absolute peak on the path of insight, but it doesn't last. 

Soon the meditator will learn what is meant by the phrase, "Better 
not to begin. Once begin, better to finish!" as they are now too far into 
this to ever really go back. Until they complete tiiis progress of insight, 
tiiey are "on tiie ride" and may begin to feel tiiat tiie dli;unia is now 
doing them ratiier tiian tiie otiier way around, as tiiey will progress 
inevitably and relatively quickly, usually vnthin days, into stages 5-10, 
which as you will shortly see, are not always a party. The rapture and all 
die bells iuid whisties die down quickly, and the meditator may even be 
left raw as if hung over after a night of wild partA'ing. The clarit}' fades 
somewhat, and the endings of objects becomes predominant as they 
progress to knowledge of... 

,5. DiSSOUTION, EXTRANCK TO THE DaRK NlCiHT 

Thus begins what ju e called tiie "Knowledges of Suffering" or "The 
Dark Night of the Soul" (to use St. John of the Cross' terminology). I 
consider tiiis tiie entrance to tiie tiiird vipassana jhana, tiiough U 
Pandita considers this the entrance to the fourth vipassana jhana. I'll give 
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my arguments for tliis later in tire chapter tliat deals more directly witli 
the vipassana jhanas. 

The Dark Night spans stages 5 through 10 in this map, namely 
Dissolution, Fe;u , Miseiy, Disgust, Desire for Deliverance, and Re- 
obsen ation. Stages 5 through 9 tend to "come as a package," with one 
leading fairly cjuicldy and naturally to die odiers. Stage 10, Re- 
observation, tends to stand out as its own distinct and often formidable 
entity. It should be noted that some pass through the Dark Night 
quickly and some slowly. Some barely notice it, and for some it is a 
huge deal, regardless of the speed at which one moves through these 
stages. Some may get run over by it on one retreat, ftill back, and then 
pass dirough it with no great difficulties some time later. Others may 
struggle for yeai s to learn its lessons. 

I am going to describe the Dark Night largely in extreme terms, but 
realize that this is just to give a heads up to what is possible, not what is 
necessary or guaranteed. As before, on retreat these things are likely to 
be more intense and cle;u , tiiough those on retreat who are able to keep 
practicing ;ue likely to make much faster progress as well. On tiie other 
hand, practice in "daily life" can be powerful and sometimes very 
speedy. These things are strangely unpredictable. Enough disclaimers! 

Once someone has crossed the Arising and Passing Event, one will 
enter the D^uk Night regaixlless of whetiier one wants to or not. It 
doesn't matter if you practice from this point on; once 3'ou cross the 
A&P you jue in tiie D^uk Night to some degree (i.e. are a Dark Night 
Yogi) until you figure out how to get through it, and if you do get 
through it without getting to the first stage of enlightenment, you will 
have to go through it again and again until you do. I mean this in the 
most absolute terms. 

The Dark Night to pically begins with just about all of the profound 
ckii it}', mindfulness, conceiiti atioii, focus, e(|uaniniit}' and bliss of tiie 
previous stage dropping away. So also ends tiie cause -and-effect-like 
phenomena of the breath or walking shaking or jerking up and down in 
a way related to attention and noting, as well as all of the fine vibrations 
and vortex-like raptures. Early on, the frecjuency of \'ibrations 
disconnects from the cycle of the breath, remaining largely stable at 
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whatever frequency is going on at tliat stage once tliey can be perceived 
again (in late Dissolution or Fear). 

Whereas one might have felt that one's attention had finally attained 
the one-pointed focus that is so highly valued in most ideals of 
meditation during die Arising and Passing Away, during the Dark Night 
one will have to de^il widi die fact diat one's attention is actu;illy quite 
wide and its contents unstable. Further, the center of one's attention 
becomes the very least clear area of experience, and the periphery 
becomes predominant. This is normal and even expected by those who 
know this territon . However, most meditators are not expecting tiiis at 
all and so get blindsided and wage a futile battle to make tiieir attention 
do something that, in tiiis p^ut of die patii, it simply won't do. 

If one has ever been meditating in a place witii lots of mosquitoes 
buzzing in one's ears in a way that made it very hard to concentrate on 
the primary object, one can get a sense of what one's attention will be 
like in the Dark Night. Rather than lighting against this and ignoring the 
metaphoricfil moscjuitoes, one should tiy to understand what it feels like 
to have one's attention be however it is.. Just like listening to discordant, 
chromatic jazz witii lots of jarring liainionies and instruments playing 
more at odds with each other than together takes some getting used to, 
the quality of attention in the Dark Night is an acquired taste, and the 
sensations tiiat arise tend to be very rich, complex, broad and unsettiing. 
Those diat fixate on staying one-pointed will suffer more than those who 
lejirn to stay with what is going on regardless of whether or not it feels 
like "good meditation." 

In that same vein, those who are using some other object as a focus 
will notice the same phenomena of the width of attention being wider 
and the basic sense that attention seems to sort of be out of phase with 
phenomena. Those doing visualizations may notice that they see a black 
spot in die center of tiieir attention witii some sort of patterns or visions 
around the edge of it spreading wider and wider out into the periphery. 
Those using a mantra may feel that the mantra is out of phase vwth 
attention, wide and complex and yet hard to stay with, and may acquire 
more complex harmonics and harmonies if it is in any way musical, like 
listening to a large, ghost chorus that is off to the sides of you, whereas 
before the mantra may have felt centered in the stereo field of attention. 
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There will be individual variation in some aspects of tiiese tilings, 
depending on object, focus, ability, and each person's particular 
proclivities, but some basic aspects will be universal, and I will talk more 
about these aspects in the later chapter on the Vipassanajhanas. 

There are two basic patterns of vibrations in the Dark Night, and 
tiiey ;u e actu;illy the Dark Night's defining chiiiacteristics. One may get 
overwhelmed by tiie descriptions of emotional difficulties, but keep 
these patterns in mind and try to stay on that level. One is fairly slow, 
somewhat regular and chunky, at perhaps 5-7 Hz, with not much else 
going on. It's an early Dark Night thing ;md it tends to feel like a 
shanianic drum beat. The later pattern is fairly fast, perhaps 10-18+ Hz, 
a bit more irregiihu , and has faster ^md slower harmonics in tiie 
background and around tiie periphery of our attention. It tends to make 
us feel very buzzy and edgy. The fact that the background is beginning 
to shake is a good sign of progress, as this needs to happen for the cycle 
to be completed. On the other hand, it is exactly the fact that tiie 
background has begun to shake and crumble that can cause people to 
fre;il<. out. 

Tilings were all fun and games when the primary object was shaking, 
but when the sense of the observer starts to shake, that can be creepy. 
Simply pay careful attention to exactiy what is happening, staying with 
each pulse of each \dbration as clearly as you can, trying to see each 
from its beginning to its end. Ch;mces are you will be just fine. 

There are two basic tilings tliat happen during the D;uk Night, one 
emotional, tiie otiier perceptual. Our dark stuff tends to come bubbling 
up to the surface with a volume and intensity that we may never have 
known before. Remembering what is good in our life can be difficult in 
the face of this, and our reactivity? in die f^ice of our dark stuff c^m cause 
us staggering amounts of needless suffering. On top of tiiis, we also 
begin to directiy experience tiie fundjmieiit;il suff ering of duality', a 
suffering that has always been with us but which we have never known 
with this level of intensity or ever clearly understood. We face a 
profound and fundamental crisis of identity as our insight into the 
Three Characteristics begins to demolish part of tiie basic illusion of 
there being a separate or permanent us. This suffering is a kind of 



184 



The Progress of Insight 

suffering tliat has notliing to do witli what happens in our life and 
everything to do with a basic misunderstanding of all of it. 

Dealing with either of these two issues, i.e. our dark stuff and our 
fundamental crisis of identitA', \vould be a difficult undert;ildng, but 
trying to deal with diem bodi at the same time is at least tvwce as difficult 
and c;m sometimes be overwhelming. It goes wiffiout saying tiiat we tend 
not to be at our best when we are overwhelmed in this way. 

The knee-jerk response often is to try to make our minds and our 
world change so as to try to stop the suffering we experience. However, 
when we are deeply into die D;uk Night, we could be living in paradise 
and not be able to appreciate this at all, and so this solution is 
guaranteed to fail. Thus, my stiong advice is to work on finishing up tiiis 
cycle of insight and dien work on your stuff from a place of insight And 
balance, rather than trying to do it in the reactive and disorienting stages 
of the Dark Night! I cannot make this point strongly enough. 

As a close friend of mine with a ton of experience in insight 
practices and a gift for precise language and teaching so aptly put it, 
"The D^uk Night can really fuck up your life." However, I will give you 
two hard-won pieces of advice tiiat I have found have made tire 
difference in the face of these stages. First, make the time to do basic 
insight practices. Do your very best to get sufficient insight into the 
Three Characteristics so as to get past this stage! Make time for retreats 
or alone time and don't get stuck in tire Dark Night. You and everyone 
around you will be happy that you did so. 

The second piece of advice is to have a "no-bleedtiirough" policy 
when you suspect you are in the Dark Night. Simply refuse to let your 
negativity bleed out onto everyone and everything around you. Failure 
to do so c;m be disastrous, as your profound lack of perspective, fixation 
on negativity' and tiie suffering from your fundamental crisis of identity 
can easily get projected out onto tilings and people tiiat simply did not 
cause that suffering! No one appreciates tiiis at all and it does no good 
whatsoever. 

Combining these two pieces of important advice, resolve thus, "I 
have recentiy crossed die A&P E\'ent and I luiow tiiis by die ni;my 
obvious signs of that stage. Now I am feeling strangely reacti\'e and 
negative about things that I ordinarily am able to handle with more 
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balance and clarity, and I know tliat a good part of tliis is due to tire 
inevitable Dark Night that follows the A&P. I realize that I am in a less 
than ideal position to skillfully deal with the personal issues that are 
driving me cr;izy, as I am likely to prciject the suffering from the illusion 
of duiilit}' and the odd side effects of the Dark Night onto these issues. 

"I have been \varned that this is an extremely bad idea from diose 
who have successfully navigated in tlris territory, and I have faith tliat 
they know what they are talking about. Even if these issues are real and 
valid, I am likely to blow them way out of proportion and not be able to 
biing b;il;mce and kindness to diem. By contracting into my own 
reacti\'e darlmess and confusion, I could easily hurt others ^md myself. 
Thus, I resolve to keep my d;ulmess to myself, tell only those who ;u e 
skilled in navigating in dark territory, or at least share it witii otiiers in a 
way that does not project it out on my world and them, and so will spare 
those around me needless suffering which they do not deserve. In short, 
I will use the meditation map tiieoiy to keep the reins on my dark stuff 
and to deal witii it in ways that are Imown to help rather than harm. 

"I will mjil<.e time for insight practices ;md reti eats during which time 
I will simply see tire true nature of tire sensations of whatever arises, 
however horrible or compelling, and not indulge in the content of my 
stuff for one skinny instant if this is within the limits of my strength and 
power. In this way, I will be able to na\'igate this territory skillfully and 
not damage my daily life. Should I fail, I will actively seek help from 
tiiose who ;u"e skilled in helping people keep a he^iltiiy perspective in 
the face of dark issues until such time as I can face tire Dark Night as 
recommended. 

"When I have attained to the first stage of awakening, that will be a 
great time to see how much of my negativity' was really vjilid and how 
much was just due to my own lack of clarity and tiie side effects of the 
Dark Night. From tiiat place of cbuity, I will be much more likely to fix 
tiiose tilings in my life tiiat really need fixing and attention and be able 
to dismiss easily those paper tigers that I have created for myself. By not 
trying to take on all of this at once, that is, by gaining deep insights 
before taclding the personal issues, I am more likely to lead tiie happy 
and wise life I wish for myself. I wiU attain to both liberating insights and 
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insights into my issues, and tliis will be of great benefit to myself and all 
beings." 

One of the primary reasons that I wrote this book was to write this 
important resolution. I have suffered needlessly and sometimes 
profoundly from die failure of myself and those I love to follow diis 
resolution. They have filso. Were you hearing me say diese diings to 
you radier dian simply reading them, you would see tears in my eyes 
and hear my voice cracking with sorrow as I recall those past events and 
even reflect on what is happening around me as I write this. I beg you, 
for the sake of aU that is good in this world, do not fail to heed this 
advice. 

Unfortunately, not ever^'one seems to be able to do diis. In fact, not 
everyone is even willing to attempt to follow diis advice, particularly 
those who buy into the dangerous paradigm that "whatever I feel right 
now is real" in the sense that their feelings at that moment must be the 
only possible valid perspecti\ e on their current situation and are thus 
completely justified along \vitli their reactions to those feelings. There 
iu e diose who simply don't believe diat such a wondrous ;md holy diiiig 
as insight practices could produce such profound difficulties. There are 
also those who do not believe in the maps or that the maps could 
possibly apply to their own very special and unique Ufe. Lastiy, there are 
a fe\v \vliose pride ^md insecurity' issues \vill not allow them to admit that 
they might be Jiffected by the Daik Night in diis way. 

I would wjiin such people to STAY THE FUCK OUT OF THE 
DARK NIGHT until diey come to a place where diey might be able to 
approximate at least some aspects of the above-mentioned resolution or 
apply the basics of the theory behind it That means that if you are not 
willing to at least tiy to iii;d<.e and li\'e by some version of my 
recommended resolution, you should not do insight practices and 
should not cross the A&P Event. Yes, I am a Htde bitter. Bitterness 
conies and goes. 

I am a big fan of fast sports cars, but I wouldn't give one to a six- 
year-old kid. Just so, I am a big fan of insight practices, obviously, but I 
have come to the conclusion that those who ;u e not vrilliiig to use them 
responsibly ;md intelligently should not use tiieni, as it is too d;mgerous. 
They cause too much trouble in the world to be of Htde if any benefit. 
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This is not likely to be a popuhir view, but I have experienced too much 
of what can go wrong when people faU to try to live up to such a 
resolution to come to any other conclusion. 

The problem is that some people cross into the Dark Night without 
doing formal insight practices. I did when I was about 15 ;md had no 
idea what was going on. How to reach these people I have no idea, but 
they tend to come wandering into spiritual communities soon enough. I 
hope they find people there who help them sort out what has happened 
to them can tell them the above advice. I my naive dreams I imagine 
tiiat one day tiiere would be training on the maps and basic spiritual 
development in some generic, non-sectarian way in elementary school, 
just as we learn about biology and mathematics, ;md so would be just 
anotlier ordinary, accepted, standard part of human education, and so 
everyone would know about these things as if they were the ordinary, 
natural things they were, but we are a long way from that now, and so 
hopefully a fe\v \vho run into this technolog}' will help spread it around 
and help people who have crossed the A&P Event to recognize it and 
himdle it properly. 

This resolution and tire spirit implied by it are an aspect of training 
in morality, and this sort of morality is one of our best friends in the 
Dark Night. When we adopt the spirit of this resolution, we do our 
conscious best to craft our \vay of being so as to be Idnd ^md 
compassionate. Many people have commented tiiat insight training is a 
"monastic practice." If we ;u e able to build our own virtual monastery 
through skillful speech and skillful action, tiien we do not need a 
monastery to protect us and the world from the potential side effects of 
our practices. We can live skillfully in the ordinary world and still make 
progress in insight. 

However, there are those \vho are \villing to buy the theory and 
spirit inherent in tiie above resolution but ;u e so swamped by tiieir 
personal issues that they simply cannot follow tire above advice after 
they get into the Dark Night despite their kind and skillful intention to 
do so. My advice to them is to diligentiy and quickly seek professional 
help in tiie form of psychotiierapists and tiieir ilk until such time as they 
are able to foUow something like the above-mentioned resolution. 
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Realize tliat tliis is not an optimal way to go, as the inherent lack of 
perspective of the Dark Night makes aspects of the therapeutic process 
more difficult, but for some there will be no other option and this 
solution is better tiian simply floundering. On die otiier h;md, at least 
such people have tons of stuff bubbling loudly up for them to de^il with, 
maldng some aspects of die dierapeutic process easier. However, I 
would try to do just enough healing so that you can push on to die first 
stage of awakening with minimal bleed through and then finish whatever 
therapeutic process you began in the Dark Night after you are out of it. 

There another seemingly positive way of looldng at the Dark Night, 
or the Kno\vledges of Suffering, one diat doesn't really fit well with our 
ni;iinsti e;uii ide;ils of how life should be. It is die view of die reiiunciate, 
which basically says, "All, now you see die pain of your materialistic life, 
of your cravings that will never bring you happiness, of your worldly 
attachments, and that house of cards you call a fife. Far better to give it 
all up and take up the \vay of the dliarnia." While I lia\'e generally 
advised doing completely odieraise, I can completely understfmd wliy 
one would do diis. However, die problem conies when we have things 
like debt, children, aging parents and die like, and sorting out die ediics 
of these conflicts is complex. Regardless, the Dark Night does teach 
important lessons, and learning them is essential to moving to what 
comes next. These lessons do not require specific lifestyle choices for 
master}'. Instead, it is a ([uestion of clear perception of, you guessed it, 
die Three Cli;u acteristics of die sensations that occur during diose 
stages. As I mentioned in Part I, each training has a specific kind of 
renunciation associated with it, and they couldn't be more different. 

It is time to get back to describing Dissolution. As the stage of the 
Arising and Passing Away ends, the meditator may be left feeling raw 
and incompetent despite die fact that they are continuing to make 
v;duable progress into deeper And deeper levels of profound insight. 
This feeling that soniediing is wrong when tilings are actually getting 
better and better can cause all sorts of problems during the Dark Night, 
especially to those not familiar with the standard maps. 

On the other hand, having come dirough the A&P territory can be 
quite a relief, and so sometimes Dissolution can seem quite welcome. 
Some will stop practicing here, as they feel they have "released the 



189 



The Progress of Insight 

Kundalini" and so are done for die time being. Dissolution feels like a 
very natural place to stop practicing, the only problem being that the 
later stages (Fear and the rest) tend to follow it soon enough even if one 
stops, though less intense practice leads to a less intense, if often 
prolonged, Dark Night. 

However, tiiose who wish to keep doing formal practice may find 
Dissolution frustrating. Whereas just one stage ago they could sit for 
hours and perceive the finest vibrations of reality in exquisite detail, now 
reality appears to be slipping away, vague, and hard to get a handle on. 
Whereas we may have had stellar posture in the pre\dous stage, now we 
go back to being ordinan' mortals. Images of the body may even seem 
to completely disappe;u% similar to that which happens in formless 
realms but witiiout tire clarity. 

Practice is likely to be more difficult, and we may experience pain 
from sitting that was basically completely absent during the previous 
stage. This can be extremely frustrating for those who don't know that 
this is normal, and the desire to re-attain a fading past can greatly 
interfere witii being present. In tlie face of tiiese difficulties, I highly 
recommend noting practice. It may seem like a step back to some who 
abandoned it during the glory of the A&P, but the spiritual path is not a 
linear one. In the face of Dissolution and the stages that follow, noting 
practice can be very useful and powerful. 

In short, if they ai e able to keep practicing (familiiu^ theme yet?) and 
adjust to having to actually work to perceive things cle;u ly again, tiiey will 
begin to make further progress. This time tire effort will have to be with 
a lighter and wider touch. Note well, if they give up in the stages of the 
Dark Night (or any time after the A&P Event), the qualities of the Dark 
Night will almost certainly continue to haunt them in their d;uly life, 
sapping tiieir energ}' and motivation, and perhaps even causing feelings 
of unease, perhaps depression and even p;u anoia. Thus, tiie wise 
meditator is very, very highly encouraged to try to maintain tiieir 
practice despite the potential difficulties so as to avoid getting stuck in 
these stages! 

I think of Dissolution as the couch potato stage, though it can ;ilso 
have a sense of sensual languor to it. A hallmark of Dissolution is that it 
is suddenly hard to avoid getting lost in thought and fantasy when 
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meditating. We may feel somehow disconnected from our lite. Anotiier 
effect that can be very noticeable at this stage is that actions just don't 
happen easily. For instance, you might be going to Hft your hand to turn 
off your alarm clock, but your hand just doesn't mox e. You could move 
your h;md, but somehow tilings just tend to stop with the intention and 
get nowhere. Eventually you move your h;md, but it might have been 
just a bit tiring to do so. That's what Dissolution can feel like. 
Meditation can be the same way, and until one breaks out of this, tilings 
can get a bit mired down in the overstuffed cushions of Dissolution. 
However, when the perception of things ending becomes clearer again, 
there arises... 

6. Fear 

The clarity and intensity begin to return, but now this stage can 
involve all sorts of frightening distortions of perception when sitting, 
accompanied by great feelings of unease, paranoia, fearfulness, and/or 
"the willies." It can even sometimes seem tiiat our body is hilling in 
tatters tiirough tiie floor or tiiat we are rotting away. If we have strong 
concentration tendencies, we may see horrifying or disconcerting 
visions. Vibrations from here on out should no longer change frequency 
with the phase of the breath as they did in stage 4 and for the next few 
stages tend to be slower tiian tiiose in that previous stage. 

Sti";mgely, Feiu^ c;m ;ilso be a just a bit rapturous in tiie ways tiiat a 
horror movie can be or in tiie way tiiat riding a roller coaster at night 
can be simultaneously scary and exciting. However, the nice side of this 
stage tends to be greatiy overshadowed by the dark side. We are being 
asked to accept the full range of life here as it is. Accept;uice and cle;ir, 
precise awareness of the true nature of the actual sensations that ni;ilce 
up all of tills ;u e the key in ;dl of tiie D^uk Night stages as before. On 
the mild side, tiiis stage might manifest as just a sliglitiy heightened sense 
of non-specific anxiety. As fear passes and our reality continues to 
strobe in and out and fall away, we are left feeling... 

7. Misery 

This stage can be characterized by great feelings of sadness and loss. 
Again, there can almost be something nice about the heartfelt depth of 
these feelings, but this tends to be greatiy overshadowed by the dark side 
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of tliem. We are having our whole concept of self and tire world as 
being permanent, able to satisfy, and even being us or separate from us 
being torn down and violated by the now undeniable truth of the Three 
Characteristics. There can be a lot of grieving in this process. 

This is h;uxl to accept, and our resistance to this process causes us 
miseiy. Becoming lost in the content of diese sensations and being 
unable to see tlieir true nature is a somewhat common cause of failure 
to progress and failure to live healthily. On the mild side, we may just 
feel a bit like after we do after we have been crying. Misery is the 
transition point between die Drum-like 5-8Hz pjut of die D^u k Night 
and die very complex, irritating frecjuencies that follow. Attention 
continues to get wider and the center more blind. As things continue to 
fall apart, clearly denionstiate tlieir unsatisfactoriness and tlieir 
selflessness, this can cause... 

8. DiscrsT 

We become disgusted with the whole diing. This is where die buzzy 
10-18+ Hz chaotic vibrations around die periphery really begin to get 
strong. Through this section of the Dark Night, our ability to see objects 
in the center of our attention is poor, and it may feel like our minds are 
being stietched wide and yet contracting at the same time. We begin to 
feel completely tormented by our noisy and repetitious minds (a classic 
sign of diis stage), by a body diat is full of suffering and unpleas;mt 
sensations, and by a world that is falling apart. Perceiving droughts as 
thoughts gets harder and harder, and thus getting caught by our stuff gets 
increasingly easier. On the mUd side, one might just feel subtiy revolted 
and disappointed with realit\' in general, or perhaps have the sHghtiy 
creepy feeling of crawling skin. On the strong side, we see notiiing to 
cling to, no self to be found, and we begin to wish the whole edgy thing 
would just end, also called... 

9. Desire for Delr erance 
At this stage, we are fed up witii die whole thing, but at a level that 
tianscends mere suicidal thoughts. Thus, it is actually benefici;d though 
it seems odierwise. No longer do we look forward to anydiing but die 
complete ending of all sensations, i.e. the first taste of Nirvana. We just 
wish the noise in our minds would stop cold, but are unable to will this 
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to happen. We wish tlie vibrations, which can be quite intense, harsh 
and irritating by this stage, would all go away forever. If we fail to 
associate the pain ending with deep insights but instead falsely associate 
it witii changing something in our ordinaiy life, we iu e likely to wander 
far and wide until we come to realize the limitations of ordinary 
solutions. 

This is tire stage when people are most likely to quit tlieir jobs or 
schooling out of frustration and go on a long retreat or spiritual quest. 
Fascination with celibacy as somehow being "a higher spiritual path" can 
arise. Our renunciation tiip can be veiy disorienting to partners, 
p;u ticularly if we were going to the opposite extreme of intense sexuality 
during tiie stage of die Arising ;md Passing Away which probably 
occurred relatively recentiy, so try to be sensitive to tiieir needs if you 
can. Somewhere in here, there can arise the tendency to try to get one's 
life and finances in order so that one can leave the world behind for a 
time and have sometiiing to come back to without having to wony about 
such tilings for a while. A profound resolution to push onward can arise 
at this stage driven by our powerful frusti ation ;md tiie powerful 
compassion in it. We make the last push for freedom, tire push against 
the seemingly impenetrable wall of... 

1 0. Re-observation 
This stage may not sound like much of a problem, as it has such a 
boring-sounding name, but this stage is often, though not always, like a 
brick wall, particularly the first few times we run into it. It can be as if all 
of the stages of the Dark Night converge again for one last important 
lesson, the lesson of Re-obsen ation. We must perceive tiie tiue nature 
of the sensations tiiat m;ike up ;ill of our ideas of perfection, ;ill of the 
ide;ils we cling to, ;ill images of how the world should be jmd shouldn't 
be, all desire for anytiiing to be otiier tiian tiie way tiiat it is as well as all 
desire for enlightenment that is anything other than this. It may seem 
impossible to sit for even a minute, as the levels of restiessness and 
aversion to meditation and all experience can get ciiiite high. This stage 
and part of stage 3 (The Three Clifiracteristics) c;m share some 
common features. This should be seen as a strong w^uning to tiiose who 
are prone to being overly certain about "where tiiey are." I get a 
reasonable number of emails from people who claim they are sure they 
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are in re-observation, and shortiy tiiereafter tiiey are describing A&P 
territory, meaning that they had just been in The Three Characteristics 
territory, not Re-observation. Continuing to investigate the true nature of 
these sorts of sensations and our map theories is often difficult, and this 
is a common cause of failure to progress. 

Now, I ;un about to describe ;ill sorts of emotional or psychological 
manifestations tiiat can sometimes happen at tliis stage. The more 
extreme the description of a possible side-effect of this stage, the rarer 
that side-effect is likely to be, particularly those that sound like 
descriptions of mental illness. For someone who is staying at die level of 
bare sensate experience, as I strongly recommend, die only difficult 
manifestations that seem to be quite common are a stiong sense of 
aversion to formal meditation and experience, and a deep sense of 
primal frustration, though these tend to fall quickly in the face of good 
practice, and if our concentration is strong enough and our other factors 
ai e in b;il;mce, we may move through this stage with no problem at ;ill. 

The a\'ersion to meditation ^md experience ;u e due to the fact that 
die vibrations by diis point can be quite fast and h;u sh ;md die noise in 
our repetitive minds quite irritating. Some of my own descriptions of 
this stage while on retreat have included such phrases as "the 
mindstorm" and "a bracing work in D minor for six sense doors, 
hiiilstorm and stuttering banshee." If we ai e ven' powerful meditators, it 
can literiilly feel as if we will be torn apart by these vibrations, and this is 
exactly what we are tiying to accomplish. Even if die odier odd 
manifestations do arise, if we are practicing well tiiey should not last very 
long at all, at best minutes, at worst hours or days. 

AH of that said, and before I go on, those who are crossing this 
territory with strong concentration abilities and using some very rarefied 
object, such as a complex visu^ilization on sacred geometry? as one of 
many possible ex^miples, may, if diey fu e veiy good, pass dirough diis 
stage widi littie or no difficult}' at all, and all they may notice is diat die 
thing gets vrider and vrider, ffie patterns get more complex and attain to 
wider, more spherical dimensions and perhaps many-fold symmetries, 
and tiiat it comes around to encompass basically die whole field of 
experience, Idnd of like watching an IMiVX movie of a moving 
technicolor spirograph in the front row, or some similar thing. I use this 
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example partly due to my own experiments and pardy to illustrate 
general points. Different objects will produce different specifics, such as 
colors, images, etc., while some universal aspects of what happens 
during this stage \vill remain basically the same. 

You see, Re-ohsenntion is actually all fluff and no substance, but if 
you confuse Huff for substance, tlie effect will be the same as if it 
actually had substance. It is like a toodiless dog widr a ferocious bark. If 
you run screaming or faint from fear when the dog barks, then it needed 
no teeth to prevent your progress. The corollary is that the primary sign 
that the negative side effects that may occur in die Dark Night are 
actually not associated widr insight stages but instead ai e due to other 
processes is that they do not ch;mge much in die face of stiong and 
accepting investigation or stopping practice entirely. That said... 

This stage is sometimes called the "rolling up the mat stage" and is 
when many who joined monasteries in the stage of the Arising and 
Passing Away now give up iuid disrobe. People on retreats tend to need 
lots of reassurance and often leave right then even witii good guidance 
and encouragement. There c^ui be die distinct feeling tiiat it is 
impossible to go forward and useless to go back, which is exacdy the 
lesson they should learn. Acceptance of right here and right now is 
required, even if it seems that this mind and this body are quite 
unacceptable and unworthy of investigation. No sensations are unworthy 
of investigation! 

One of die hallmarks of die early part of this stage is that we may 
begin to clearly see exactiy what our minds do all day long, see widi 
great clarity how the illusion of a dualistic split is even created in the first 
place sensation by sensation, moment to moment, but somehow there is 
not yet enough spaciousness of perspective juid eciuanimity to make 
good use of diis information. This can be veiy frustiating, as we wonder 
how ni;my times we have to le;mi tiiese lessons before tiiey stick. 

Great feelings of frustration and disenchantment widi life, 
relationships, sex, jobs, moral codes and "worldly" responsibilities may 
sometimes emerge at this stage in ways that can cause all sorts of 
disruption and angst. These aspects of one's life can temporarily seem 
bl;md imd poindess at tiiis stage, tiiough it may seem that this will Jilways 
be the way one feels about them. This stage can ntimic or perhaps 
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manifest as some degree of clinical depression. Beware of making 
radical life changes diat cannot easily be undone (such as a divorce), or 
firing off angry emails to your boss based upon the temporary feelings 
that may arise during diis stage. For those that recognize that they are in 
this stage, some sort of active mentfil compensation for these potential 
effects cjm be helpful so as to keep one's life functioning. It can help 
one appear more "togedier" tlian one feels, and thus maintain 
relationships, jobs, studies, etc. at some sort of functional level. This can 
be very skillful if it is also combined with practice that allows the 
experiences of this stage to be acknowledged and understood as well. 

Layers of unhelpf ul and previously hidden expectation, pressure 
and anxiet}' can show dieir tiue uselessness, diough this beneficiiil 
process can be very confusing and difficult. We may get die sense tliat 
we have never had such a strong feeling life, and until we get used to this 
new awareness of our previously subtle emotions, this stage can be quite 
o\'envhelming. Occasionally, people can also have what can seem like 
full psychotic breaks during diis stage, though if these are truly a side 
effect of insight practices tiiey should pass cjuicldy. The big tiick here is 
to continue to acknowledge and accept tire content but also continue to 
see the true nature of the sensations that make up these natural 
phenomena. This can be extremely hard to do, especially if people have 
chanced upon this stage without the benefit of the guid^mce of a well- 
developed insight tradition and teachers who can recognize this 
territoiy. 

Those who do not know what to do witii tiiis stage or who get 
overwhelmed by the mind states can get so lost in the content that they 
begin to lose it. This is the far extreme of what can happen in this stage. 
Fe;u- is frightening, misery is miserable, and seemingly psychotic 
episodes are very confusing and destabilizing. In the face of such 
experiences, we may swing to tiie opposite exti eme, clinging desperately 
to grandiose images of ourselves. These tilings can easily perpetuate 
themselves, and this can become a blatantiy destructive mental habit if 
people persist in wallowing in these dark emotions and their deep and 
unresoh ed issues for too long. It can be like cognitive restructuring 
from Hell. 



196 



The Progress of Insight 

If die content continues to be bought witliout tlie ability to see its 
true nature, then the mind can spiral down and down into madness and 
despair. When people mention "touching their own madness" on the 
spiritual path, they are often talldng about this stage. This stage can 
make people feel claustrophobic ;md tight. If tliey push to make 
progress, tliey can feel that they are just getting wound up tighter and 
tighter. If they do notliing tlien diey are still suffering anyway. 

The advice here is: stick with it but don't try to force it. Pay attention 
to balancing effort and acceptance. Remember that discretion is the 
better part of valor. Practice in moderation as well as maintaining a long- 
term view can be helpful. Think of practice as a life -long endeavor, but 
do just what you can each day. Stay present-oriented. W;dks in nature or 
places witli large, expansive views can help, as can exercise. This stage 
has the power to profoundly purify us, given sufficient commitment to 
just trying to sit with it, be clear, precise and accept all this despite the 
pain and anguish, both physical and mental, that it can bring. // on 
retreat: sit mid Wrilk according to the schedule, apply the technique as 
prescribed every second if liumanly possible, and do not leave early! 

This stage is actually a profound opportunity to see clearly die pain 
of the dualistic aspect of our attachments, aversions, desires, hopes, 
fears and ideals, as all this has been amplified to an unprecedented 
level. It is diis stage diat makes possible die path of heroic effort, 
diligent inx estigation of this moment based upon die powerful desire for 
enlightenment, as at diis stage ;dl of die unskillful aspects of this desire 
are beaten out of die meditator widi a force equivalent to die suffering 
caused by them. You can actually get very far on highly imbalanced and 
goal-oriented practice, and it can give sufficient momentum and 
meditation skills so that, should you get your ass kicked in this stage, 
one continues nialdng progress quicldy anway. 

Again, if die meditator stops practicing here, diey can get stuck and 
haunted by this stage in the whole of dieir life until diey complete diis 
first progress of insight. Their lack of practice will deprive them of the 
primary benefits of this stage (i.e., the increased perceptual abilities that 
allowed them to get diis much insight in the first place) and reduce their 
chances of getting beyond it, and yet the emotional consequences can 
remain long after the skills in meditation have faded. 
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They can become "Chronic Dark Night Yogis," meditators tliat 
somehow just don't figure out how to get past this stage for very long 
periods of time. You would be surprised by how many of these people 
there are out there. Tlieir failure to unstick themseh es may be due to 
their own psychok)gical makeup, poor instruction, imagining that the 
spiritu;il life is ;ill about bliss and wonderful emotions, believing in 
absurd models of spirituality tiiat do not allow for tire full range of tire 
emotional and mental Ufe, or chancing upon this stage outside of a well- 
developed insight tradition, which is what happened to me at about age 
1,5. I \vas a Chronic Dark Night Yogi for 10 years without having ;my 
idea what tiie hell was happening to me, so I can speak on this topic 
witii some authority'. Furtiier, I have gone tiirough numerous otlier 
Dark Nights at tire higher stages of awakening and come across tire 
same issues again and again. Being stuck in the Dark Night can manifest 
as anywhere from chronic mild depression and free-floating anxiety to 
serious delusional p;uanoia ;md other classic ment;il illnesses, e.g. 
narcissism and delusions of grandeur (my personal favorites). Dark 
Night Yogis may act with a strange mixture of dedicated spirituality and 
darkness. 

I mentioned that the A&P Event could impart a bit of the 
inspirational, radical religious leader quality to those prone to such 
things. For these same indi\'iduals. Stage 10 c^m sometimes have a bit of 
the paranoid, apocalyptic cult leader ([ualit}- to it, a confused whirlwind 
of powerful inspiration ;md despair. Just because someone has 
borderline or antisocial personality disorder doesn't mean they can't 
make progress in insight, and when they hit these stages it can be pretty 
wild. 

We may all have our own p;u ticul;u- neurotic tendencies that come 
out when we are under stress, but if you feel tiiat you are re;illy losing it: 
get help, p;uticul;uly from tiiose who know tiiis territory firstiiand and 
are willing to talk honestiy about it! Don't be a macho meditator and get 
stuck, and don't imagine that spiritual practice can't cause some wild 
and sometimes unpleasant side effects. One of the best things about 
worldng with a thoroughly qualified and realized insight meditation 
teacher before we get into this sort of trouble is that they wiU have some 
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idea of our baseline level of sanity and balance and tlius know what we 
are capable of. 

That said, I suspect that both the Mushroom Factor and the dharma 
jet set culture of teachers popping in and out with litde chance for 
students to ha\'e meaningful contact with them off retreat contributes to 
die non-tiivi;il number of D;uk Night Yogis out diere. I suspect diat 
there are fewer problems widi Chronic Dark Night Yogis in traditions 
where the maps of what can happen in this territory are well known and 
in which there are teachers who are very accessible and honest about 
their humanity' and the possible range of the spiritual terrain. 

On the other hand, sometimes genuine mental illness or unrelated 
emotional or psychological difficulties c;m show up in people's lives. 
Blaming it all on tire Dark Night may not always be accurate or helpful, 
though if you have recenfly crossed the A&P Event and not completed 
an insight cycle or gotten into the next stage (Equanimity), there is going 
to be some Dark Night component mixed in with whatever else is going 
on. 

Meditation traditions tend to attract \vhat can seem like more than 
their fair share of tire spiritual, emotional and mental equivalents of tire 
walking wounded. Sorting out what is what can sometimes get murky 
and may require the help of both those who know this insight territory 
and those ^vho deal with routine ment;il illness and emotional and 
psychological difficulties. The best combination would be someone who 
knows botii. I have a highly enlightened friend who has found it very 
useful to take medication to treat his bipolar disorder. There is 
something very down-to-earth and realistic about that. These practices 
won't save us from our biology. They merely reveal something in the 
relationship to it. 

On die otirer hand, there are tiiose that are so deeply indoctrinated 
by the models of "working tiirough" our "d;uk stuff^' tiiat whenever it 
comes up tiiey turn to psychotherapy or a whole host of otirer ways of 
getting their issues to "resolve" or go away. This view implies false 
solidity and an exaggerated importance to these things that can make it 
very hard to see the true nature of the sensations that make them up. 
The ti ap here is dmt we turn a basic crisis of Rmchniental identity into a 
witch-hunt for the specific things in our life that we imagine are maJdng 
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US this dissatisfied witii our basic experience. If someone has gotten to 
this level of practice, no amount of tinkering with the specifics of our life 
will ever solve the fundamental issue. 

That doesn't mean that some of the dissatisfactions with specific 
aspects of our life may not he valid, and in fact they often are cjuite 
valid. However, diese relative issues get mixed in widi a fai" deeper issue, 
that of who we really are and aren't, and until tiiis progress of insight has 
been completed, this mixture tends to greatiy exaggerate our specific 
criticisms of those things in our life that could actually stand 
improvement and work. Learning this lesson can he veiy h^u d for some 
people, and the d;uk irony is tliat they may wreck their relationships, 
caieers and finances, as well as emotion^il iuid physical health, tiying to 
get away from tlieir own high level of insight into tlie true nature of 
reality. Until they are willing to work on a more direct, sensate level, 
there is no limit to the amount of angst and negativity they can project 
onto their world. I have seen this play out again and again in myself and 
in the lives of my dharma companions. It c;ui he a yevy ugly husiness. 

My advice for such situations is this: if after ciu eful an;ilysis of your 
insight practice leads you to tiie conclusion tiiat you are in Re- 
observation, resolve that you will not wreck your life through excessive 
negativity! Resolve this strongly and often. Follow your heart as best you 
can, but \xy to spare yourself And die world from as much needless p;iin 
as is possible. Through sheer force of will, keep it together until such 
time as you ;ue willing to face your sensate world directiy ;md witiiout 
anestiiesia or armor. I have seen what happens when people do 
otherwise, and have come to the conclusion that, in general, tilings go 
badly if people do not follow this advice, though some unexpected good 
can always come from such situations. 

The franie\vork of tiie Ttiree Trainings ;md tiie tiiree t^pes of 
suffering tiiat is found witiiiii each of tiieir scope can be helpfuf here as 
well. Since people are generally not used to facing fundamental crises of 
identity, i.e. the basic issue in Re-observation, they are not familiar with 
the pain of fundamental suffering. Being unfamiliar with the pain of 
fuiid;mieiitJil suffering, they ;ue likely to imagine tiiat it is actually 
suffering produced by tiie specifics of tiieir ordinary' world. However, if 
you have gotten to Re-observation, in short, if you have found these 
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techniques to be effective, have faitli that tlie remaining advice may be 
of value and try to fulfill tfiis part of the experiment. That is, if you are 
in Re-observation, the task that confronts you is to dissociate the 
fundament;il suffering you now know all too well from the specifics of 
your life in an ordiniir}? sense. 

Following diis advice may sound d;mgerous, he;udess or bizarre to 
some people. It is a valid criticism. In an ideal world, we would not have 
to go around second-guessing ourselves and the sources of our suffering 
in the specific way that I advocate here. In an ideal world, we would 
really have our psychological tiip together, be able to stay \vith the 
practice during these stages, and thus cross cjuickly tlirough tire Dark 
Night and finish tliis practice cycle. It definitely c;m be done. 

However, we are not always ideal practitioners, and tlius tire Dark 
Night often causes the problems mentioned above that need to be dealt 
with somehow. My solutions to what happens when we cannot or wiU 
not do insight practices in the face of the Dark Night are also not ideal. 
However, tlie outcomes are likely to be much healthier in tlie short and 
long term tlian diose tliat come from simply allowing unrestiained Dark 
Night bleed-tlirough. Strangely, I have come to die conclusion tlrat 
simply practicing is often much easier than trying to stop Dark Night 
bleed-through if we are willing to just try it, though it can easily seem 
other\vise. The old Idndergarden evaluation, "Follo\vs instructions, plays 
well witlr otliers," is still a x aluable standard in tlie D;uk Night. 

Not restiaining one's iiegati\'it3' ;uid reactivity? in tlie D;uk Night is a 
bit like getting stinking drunk and tlien driving in heavy traffic rather 
than just sitting down and waiting to sober up. Not continuing to do 
insight practices in this stage is like going into surgery, opening up an 
incision, nialdng some repairs, ;uid then freiildiig out because the patient 
now has a big, bleeding incision jmd running away from die operating 
table, leaving diem diere to suffer. You could diink of many ways to 
make the patient happy and try them all, but until you close up that 
wound they are gonna' be pissed! Unfortunately, in this case you are 
both the surgeon and the patient. Face the wound and close it up! You 
obviously have the iiecess;uy skills, as you have gotten this far. Use 
them. The operation is nearly over. 



201 



The Progress of Insight 

There are also tliose who try to investigate tire true nature of tlieir 
psychological demons and Hfe issues but get so fixated on using insight 
to make them go away that they fail to hold these tfiings in a wider, 
more re;ilistic and appropriate perspective. Tliis subtle corruption of 
insiglit practices turns tliem into anotlier form of denial ratlier tlian a 
padi to awalcening. Drawing from die agendas of triiining in mor;dit}', in 
wliicli diere is concern for the specific diouglrts and feelings drat make 
up our experience, they fail to make progress in insight, whose agenda is 
simply to see the true nature of all sensations as they are. Both are 
important, but it is a question of timing. 

I have come to the conclusion that, widi very rare and fleeting 
exceptions, 9.5% of die sensations that make up our experience iu e 
really no problem at all, even in die hard stages, but seeing this clearly is 
not always easy. We tend to fixate on strong sensations when they arise, 
those that are very painful or very pleasant, and in these times we can 
miss the fact that most of our reality is likely made of sensations that are 
no big de;il, dius missing many great opportunities for easy insights. 
Furdier, die Dfiik Night c;m bring up ;ill sorts of unf ;uiiili;u- feelings tiiat 
we rarely if ever have experienced widi such clarity or intensity. Until we 
get used to these feelings, tiiey can frighten us and make us reactive 
because of our unfamiliarity with them even if they are not actually that 
strongly unpleasant. 

I highly recommend using physical sensations, such as those of the 
breath, as die objects of inciuiiy during die Dai k Night whenever 
possible, as plunging into emotional content, even witii die intention of 
investigating it, can sometimes be a very hard way to go. Remember, 
whether we gain insight through investigating physical or mental objects 
is completely irrelevant! Insight is insight. Choose objects for 
im estigation by which you don't get caught whenever possible. The best 
tiling about reiilit^', p;u ticul;u ly in die Dark Night, is tiiat you only have 
to deal with one Httle nickering sensation at a time. Staying on that level 
when doing insight practices is an unusually good idea. Pay attention to 
what is right in front of you, but keep your attention open. 

All of diat scar}' stuff said, there are people \vlio breeze straight f rom 
the Arising and Passing Away on through the whole of the D;u k Night 
in as litde as a few easy minutes or hours and hardly notice it at all, so 
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don 't let my descriptions of what can sometimes happen script you into 
imagining that the Dark Night has to be a gigantic problem. It absolutely 
doesn't. These descriptions of what can sometimes happen are merely 
tliere to help those \vho do encounter these sorts of problems to realize 
diat diese diings can happen and so be more able to deal \vith them 
skillfully. There is no medal awarded for having a tough time in tire 
Dark Night or for staying in it for longer tirair necessary, much to my 
dismay. 

One of the more bizarre potholes we can fall into in the Dark Night 
is to become identified and fascinated witii tiie role of The Great 
Spiritu;il Basket Case. "I am so spiritual tiiat my life is a non-stop 
catasti ophe of uncontiollable insights, disabling and fre;ddsh raptures, 
and constant emotional crises of tire most profound nature. My spiritual 
abilities are proven and verified by what a mess I am making of my Ufe. 
How brave I am to screw up my Ufe in this way! Oh, what a glorious and 
holy wreck I anr." Both my sympathy and intolerance for those caught 
in tiris trap is directiy related to the ;mrount of time I have spent in tiiat 
trap being just like tiienr. Whereas we should not tiy to pretend that tire 
Dark Night hasn't made us a basket case if it has done so, we should 
neither revel in being a basket case nor use the Dark Night as an excuse 
for not being as kind and functional as we can possibly be. 

One way or the other, when we finally give up ;md rest in things as 
tiiey are without tn ing to change them or be them, i.e. are very 
accepting of our actual humanit}' as well as clear about the Three 
Characteristics of mental aird physical phenomena, tirere arises... 

1 1 . Eqi IAXIMITY 

Fiuiilly, we re^illy begin to understand and surrender to the truth of 
tirings. W e accept the truth of our actual hum^m lives as they ;u e at a 
deep level. All of tiie "stuff tirat tire Dark Night may have brought up 
may stiU be going on, but somehow it has lost its ability to cause real 
trouble. Equanimity is much more about something in the relationship 
to phenomena than anything specific about the phenomena tiiemselves. 
Ecjuaninrit}' can have sort of a rough start, strangely enough, as well as 
sonre nrildly piiinful ;md irritating sensations, but tiie meditator feels that 
some barrier has finally broken, a weight has lifted and practice can 
continue. 
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However, tliis stage can be such a relief after Re-observation tliat it is 
very tempting to solidify it into the fourth samatha jhana either because 
doing so is so nice or because of fear of falling back to Re-observation, 
which c;m easily occur. However, as I continue to mention, not 
im estigating the cjualities of this stage, such as peace, ease, and a 
p;moramic perspective, causes failure to progress and makes falling back 
to Re-observation more likely. 

The first vipassana jhana is about building up the basic skills of what 
is a physical sensations, what is a mental sensation, how they relate, and 
what die Three Characteristics feel like in practice. The Ai ising ;md 
Passing away is about seeing this very clearly and profoundly for the 
object of meditation. The Dai k Night is about these insights dien 
coming around to die background and seeing more complex emotional 
and psychological constructs of mental and physical sensations as they 
are. The fourth vipassana jhana, meaning this stage, is about seeing the 
ti iie nature of even more complex, inclusive, subtle and fundamental 
things, like space, awareness, im estigation, wonder, expectation, 
anticipation, peace, ease, questioning, ;md diose sorts of diings in ways 
that cut through the center and include die whole background and 
foreground as well. 

This early stage can feel very familiar and "normal," like we have 
remembered something simple and good from our childhood. If we felt 
weary of the world in die Diu k Night, we may suddenly find that die 
world is just fine and may even be more engaged with it ;uid excited 
about it dian before. Again, diese potentially radical mood swings can be 
very disorienting to those with whom we have close relationships. Try to 
be sensitive to this and their feelings. Confidence returns, but whereas 
there may have been a R;uiibo-like quality' to it during stage 4. The 
Arising and Passing Away, now diere is more of the cool, charming 
confidence of James Bond (sorry about the purely masculine images 
here). 

Somewhere in here there can arise a tendency to see the world and 
those in it in very strange and unusual ways. I will give one example 
from my own experience, but re;ilize tiiat tremendous variation is 
possible here, so don't t;il<.e this too seriously. It is meant to try to 
convey a very general concept I remember looking around me at all the 



204 



The Progress of Insight 

people on retreat and even all tire chickens, birds and puppies in the 
monastery, and seeing them all simultaneously as "litde mush demons" 
(litde squat greenish creatures with big, sad mouths and eyes) and fully 
enlightened buddhas at the same time. They were both. In fact, we were 
botii. 

We were deluded ^md sm^ill, yet ti anscendent and luminous. I 
could see in some very strange way exactiy how each of tiiem, including 
me, was caught in the world of form and confusion, trying to find 
happiness and yet doing so from such a small and frightened place, and 
yet all of this was vast buddha nature, all of this was the natural, 
luminous and compassionate dance of God. Such strange perspectives 
tiiat tiy to resolve p^uadoxical insights do not Jilways occur, but this is 
included here in case tiiey do and perhaps to provoke knowing laughter 
from those with their own unique stories from this part of the path. 
More sexual and stylized versions of these experiences can also explain 
where some of the more exotic tjmtric teachings come from. 

Sometimes tiie early part of stage 1 1 can produce a real sense of 
freedom in tiie convention;il sense, freedom from c;u es, worries, and 
even responsibilities and social conventions. One may sometimes feel 
that one is simply beyond everything, and it must be admitted that this is 
a wonderful feeling. It tends to fade quickly enough on its ovm, but it 
might be possible to get caught by it if one stopped practicing entirely. 
Those who became spiritu^il fVmatics or freaks after the A&P ;md during 
tiie Diuk Night may now begin to act much more like tiieir old selves, 
witii their spiritual patii being much less of a Big Holy Deal. About 
damn time... 

Visions of bright lights may arise once more, but they are really 
more associated with stage 4, The Aiising ;md Passing Away. Again, as 
with that earlier stage, the meditator is able to sit for longer and longer 
periods of time and begins to cle;u ly perceive the Three Characteristics 
with spaciousness and breadtii. The big difference is tiiat tire A&P is 
more about the object of meditation and Equanimity is much more 
about the whole sensate universe. There is less rapture and more 
equanimity' tium in the stage of tiie Arising ;md Passing Away. There are 
rarely if e\'er the spontaneous pliysiciil motions and odd breatiiing 
patterns that come with that earlier stage. Unfortunately, just to make 
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tilings confusing, tliere is often a single double-dip unknowing event, 
with one being halfway down the breath and the other at the end of that 
breath, very soon after the shift from Re-observation to Equanimity. 

In the e;u ly part of this stage, reality' may appear a bit "chunky" for a 
while, and practice may seem quite possible but may seem to require 
steady but sust^iinable work. If one is tired, one may begin having 
dropouts that are similar to what occurred in Dissolution but more 
extreme. It may be hard to read and pay attention, hard to listen to 
people and hear, hard to notice where one is and what one is doing. 
The arising of some sort of fe;u- of madness and death is not 
uncommon at diis stage, but usu;illy does not cause too much trouble 
and may even seem comiciil or w'elcome. A related ;md common feeling 
in the early part of diis stage is tire general sense tliat something big is 
about to happen, though this feeling is also common before the A&P 
Event. These feelings are worthy of sensate investigation in a wide and 
inclusive way. 

Realit}' c;m now be perceived widi great breadth, precision, and 
cl;mt\', ;md soon widi no speci;il effort. This is cfilled "High 
Equanimity." Vibrations may become predominant, and reality may 
become nothing but vibrations. Vibrating formless realms may even 
arise, with no discemable image of the body being present at aU. It may 
feel like reality is trying to synchronize with itself, and diat is exactly 
correct. Investigate this feeling. Phenomena ma}' even begin to lose the 
sense diat diey iu e of a p;uticul;u- sense door, and mental and physiciil 
phenomena may appear nearly indistinguishably as just vibrations of 
suchness, sometimes referred to as "formations." 

I put off writing about formations for a long time, as they are a 
conceptu;illy difficult topic. Further, the classical definition of 
formations is perhaps not so clear-cut, so I wondered about imposing 
my ow'ii functional and experientijil definitions on tiie term. How'ever, 
as the topic of formations has arisen in so many conversations recentiy, 
I thought that it would be worth taking on despite the difficulties. 

I am going to define formations as the primary experience of insight 
meditatit)n when one is solidly in tiie fourth vipassana jhana, the 11''' 
liana, High Eciuanimit}', whose formal title is actuiilly Knowledge of 
Equanimity Concerning Formations. For those of you who find this 
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circular definition completely unhelpful, formations have tire following 

qualities when clearly experienced: 

They contain all the six sense doors in them, including thought, in a 
way that does not split them up secjuentially in time or positionally 
in space. If you could take a 3D moving photograph tiiat also 
captured smell, taste, touch, sound, ;md drought, A\ woven into each 
other seamlessly and containing a sense of flux, tiris would 
approximate the experience of one formation. From a fourth 
vipassana jhana point of view and from a very high dharma point of 
view, formations are always what occur, and if they are not clearly 
j)crc eived then we experience realit}' tiie way we normally do. 
They contiiin not only a complete set of aspects of all six sense 
doors witiiin tiiem, but include tire perception of space (volume) 
and even of time/movement within them. 
When the fourth vipassana jhana is first attained, subtie mental 
sensations might agiiin "split off^' from "this side," much as in the 
WAY of the Knowledge of Mind and Body, but with the Three 
Ch;u acteristics of phenomena and the space tiiey are a p;ut of being 
breathtakingly clear. Until mental and physical sensations fully 
synchronize on "that side," there can be a bit of a "tri-ality," in which 
there is the sense of the observer "on this side," and nearly the 
whole of body and mind as t^vo fluxing entities "over there." As 
mental phenomena and physical phenomena gradually integrate 
witii tiie sense of luminous space, this experientially begs tiie 
question, "What is observing formations?" at a level tirat is way 
beyond just talking about it. For you Khabbala correspondance fans, 
these insights correspond to the the three points of Binah, the two 
points of Chockm;ili, and finally the single point of Kether. 
Formations are so inclusive tirat tirey viscerally demonstrate what is 
pointed to by tiie concept of "no-self^' in a way that no otiier mode 
of experiencing reality can. As formations become predominant, we 
are faced first with the question of which side of the dualistic spHt we 
are on and then with the question of what is watching what earlier 
appeal ed to be both sides. Just keep investigating in a natural and 
matter-of-fact way. Let this profound dance unfold. If you have 
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gotten to tliis point, you are extraordinarily close and need to do 
very Htde but relax and be gendy curious about your experience. 
When experienced at very high levels of concentration, formations 
lose the sense that they were e\'en formed of experiences from 
distinguishable sense doors. This is luuxl to describe, but one might 
tvy such nebulous phrases as, "waves of suchness," or "primal, 
undifferentiated experience." This is largely an artifact of 
experiencing formations high up in die byproducts of the fourth 
vipassanajhana, i.e. the first three formless realms. This aspect of 
how formations may be experienced is not necessary for the 
discussions below. 

It is die highly inclusive (juiilit}' of formations that is the most 
interesting, and leads to die most practical application of discussing 
formations. It is because they are so inclusive that they are the gateway 
to the Three Doors to stage 15. Fruition (see the chapter called The 
Three Doors). They reve;il a way out of the paradox of duality, the 
maddening sense that "this" is observing/controlling/subject to/separated 
from/etc. a "tiiat." By containing all or nearly ;ill of die sensations 
comprising one moment in a very integrated way, they contain die 
necessary clarity to see through the fundamental illusions. 

One of the primary ways that the illusion of duality is maintained is 
that the mind p^u ti^illy "blinks out" for a p;u t of each formation, the part 
it wants to section off to appear separate. In this way, there is insufficient 
chmt\' to see the iiitercoiiiiectedness and tiue nature of tiiat p^ut of 
reality, and a sense of a self is maintained. When die experience of 
formations arises, it comes out of a level of clarity that is so complete 
that this "blinking" can no longer easily occur. Thus, when formations 
become die dominant experience, ex en for short periods of time, very 
profound and liberating insight is close at li;md. That is why tiiere are 
systematic practices tiiat ti;iin us to be veiy skilled in being awiii e of our 
whole mental and physical existence. The more we practice being aware 
of what happens, the less opportunities there are for blinking. 

During the first three insight stages, we gained the ability to notice 
that mental and physical sensations made up our \vorld, lioxv they 
interacted, and then began to see the truth of them. We applied these 
skills to an object (perhaps not of our choice, but an object 



208 



Tht Progress of Insight 

nonetlieless), and saw it as it actually was witli a high degree ol clarity in 
the A&P. By this point, these skills in perceiving clearly have become so 
much of a part of who we are that they began to apply themselves to the 
background, space and everything that seemed to be a reference point 
or separate, permanent self as we entered tlie Dark Night. However, 
our objects may have been cjuite vague or too disconcerting to have 
been perceived clearly. Finally, we get to equaninrity and put it all 
together: we can see the truth of our objects and of the whole 
background and are OK with this, and the result is the perception of 
formations. 

Formations contain witliin tliem tlie seeming gap bet\veen this ;md 
diat, as well as sensations of effort, intimacy, resist;mce, accept;mce, ;md 
all odier such aspects of sensations from which a sense of self is more 
easily inferred. Thus, these aspects begin to be seen in their proper 
place, their proper context, i.e. as an interdependent part of reality, and 
not split off or a self. 

Furdier, die level of clarit}' out of which formations arise Jilso allows 
one to see formations from die time diey ;u ise to the time diey 
disappear, dius hitting direcdy at a sense of a self or sensate universe 
continuing coherentiy in time. In the first part of the path the beginning 
of objects was predominant. In the A&P we got a great sense of the 
middle of objects but missed subtle aspects of die beginning and end. In 
the Dark Night the endings ;u e about all we could rejilly perceive 
clearly. Formations once again put all of tiiis work we have done 
togetiier in a very natural and complete way. 

Formations also explain some of the odd teachings tiiat you might 
hear about "stopping thought." There are three basic ways we might 
tiiink about this dangerous ideal. We might imagine a world in which 
die ordinary? aspects of our world which we cidl "tiiought" simply do not 
ai ise, a world of experience witiiout tiiose aspects of manifestation. You 
can get very close to tiiis in very strong concentration states, particularly 
the 8* samatha jhana. We might also think of stopping experience 
entirely (as happens in Fruition), and this obviously includes thought. 

Formations point to yet another possible interpretation of the 
common \visli to "stop thought," as do very high lex els of realization. 
The seeming duality of mental and physical sensations is gone by the 
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time we are perceiving formations well. Thoughts appear as one 
luminous aspect of the phenomenal world. In fact, I challenge anyone 
to describe the bare experience of thinking or mental sensations in 
terms beyond tiiose of the five "physical" sense doors. Thus, in the face 
of experiencing formations, it seems crude to speak in terms of tiioiight 
as sep;uate from tiiose of visu;il, tactile, auditoiy, gustatory?, and olfactory 
qualities, or even to speak in terms of tiiese being separate entities. 

When perceived clearly, what we usually caU "thoughts" are seen to 
be just aspects of the manifesting sensate world that we artificially select 
out and label as thought. Just as it would be odd to imagine tiiat ;m 
ocean witii many shades of blue is really many little bits of oce;m, in 
times of high clarity? it is obvious that there is m;mifesting realit}', ;md it is 
absolutely inclusive. Look at tire space between you and tiiis book. We 
don't go around selecting out Httie bits of space and labeling them as 
separate. In the face of formations, the same applies to experience, and 
experience obviously includes tiie sensations we c;ill thought. 

Separating tiie early stages of Equanimity' from its mature stage, 
tiiere tends to be a "near miss," moment when we get very close to tire 
fruit of the path, which serves to really chill one out, as it were. From 
this point enlightenment is likely to be attained quickly as long as the 
meditator continues to simply practice and gentiy fine tune their 
awareness and precision, paying gentie attention to tilings like thoughts 
of progress and satisfaction witii equ;mimit}'. At some point even this 
becomes boring, ;md a certain cool apatiiy ^md even forgetfulness guises. 
Around tiiis p;ut of Equanimity tiiere can arise tiie feeling tiiat we are 
not really tiiere, or that somehow we are completely out of phase vnth 
reality. Conducting our ordinary business may be difficult in this phase 
if we are out in the world rather than on tiie cushion, but it tends to last 
only tens of minutes at most. The sense that one is practicing or tiying 
to get ;uiywliere just vanishes, and yet this may hardly be noticeable at 
all. We sort of come back, witii luminosity again growing predominant. 
Then we get lost in thoughts about something, some strangely clear 
reverie, vision, object, or flight of fancy. By really buying in, we get set 
up to check out. When underst^mding is completely in conformity with 
the way things are, this is called... 
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12. Conformity 

This is why understanding diings just as they are is so important. 
This stage lasts only one moment and never arises again until one attains 
the next stage of enlightenment. The s;mie is true of the next two stages. 
Stages 12-14 (Confonnit}', Change of Lineage, and Path) alst) share the 
fact tiiat tiiey represent die diree moments of die first entrance to 
transcendent ultimate reality (stage 15. Fruition) tiirough one of die 
Three Doors. In subsequent attainments of Fruition at that padi (during 
the stage of Review), the three moments before Fruition are not called 
Conformity, Change of Lineage and Path. These three stages will get 
extensive treatment in the chapter on The Three Doors. 

13. Change of Lineage 
Having understood things just as they are, this next stage, which also 
lasts for just a moment, "does the damage" as a friend of mine joyfully 
put it. It permanently changes the minds of die meditators in ways that I 
will discuss in just a bit. They leave die ranks of die unenlightened ;md 
join die ranks of tiiose tiiatare. While die social designation of formal 
lineage transmission is a very useful thing to have received, the results of 
this stage are in fact what that symbolic act is all about. They have done 
it, and thus attain... 

14. Path 

This stage also lasts just a moment, and after the first completed 
progress of insight it marks the first moment of the newly awakened 
being's awakened life. The first time around, diis is called "stream 
entry" or "first padi" in the Tlieravada, the "fourth stage of the second 
padi" or "die first bliunii" in the Tibet;ui tiadition, and many names in 
Zen tiiat are purposefully ambiguous. After a subsequent, new progress 
of insight it marks the attainment of the next level of awakening, and 
there are lots of names for those that will be discussed shortly. It is 
directiy followed by... 

15. Fruition 

This is the fruit of all the meditator's hard work, the first attainment 
of ultimate reality, emptiness. Nirvana, God or whatever you wish to call 
it. In this non-state, there is absolutely no time, no space, no reference 
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point, no experience, no mind, no consciousness, no notliingness, no 
somethingness, no body, no diis, no diat, no unity, no duality, and no 
anything else. Reality stops cold and then reappears. Thus, this is 
impossible to comprehend, as it goes completely ;md utterly beyond the 
rational mind and the universe. To "extern^il time" (if someone were 
obsemng the meditator Irom die outside) diis lasts only an inst;mt. It is 
like an utter discontinuity of the space-time continuum widi nodiing in 
the unfindable gap. 

The initial aftershocks, however, can go on for days, and may be 
mild or spectacubu", fun or unsetding or some mixture of diese. There 
are times when it is fun to show off, and this is one of diose times. 
Aftershocks I have noticed after padis include but ;u e not limited to: die 
visceral feeling diat sensory reality is so intense diat tlie nerves in one's 
forehead and upper neck may not be able to handle the strain, the 
feeling that one has become diffused into the atmosphere without a 
center, purpose, function, sense of direction or even of \vill, a feeling of 
joy and gratitude beyond what is normally possible welling through 
one's being, the sense of discoveiy of diat which one has most needed, 
die profound sense of coming home, a quiet awe like die stillness af ter a 
great storm, and rapturous transcendent highs that make anything that 
happened after the A&P seem like dry toast. 

Remember how I said in die section on the psychic powers that 
strong concentration and intent ni^ike niagick;il things happen';^ Just after 
die attainment of a patii, particularly die first patii, is a time when formal 
resolutions have an outrageous amount of power. The Buddha said tiiat 
the greatest of aU powers is to understand and then teach the dharma, 
meaning to attain to fuU realization, however you define it, and to then 
help others do the same. I had been advised to use tiiis unique period 
in my practice well, and I resolved to attain to full enlightenment for the 
benefit of Jill beings as ciuickly as was reasonably possible. Despite all 
die complex consequences of having done so, I do not regret my 
decision in the least and highly recommend that you do the same. 

On subsequent passes through Fruition of that path the mind tends 
to be refreshed, bright, quiet and cleai' lor a Av hile, and milder forms of 
the above listed phenomena may occur. It is as though someone hit the 
reset button and cleared out aU the junk for a Utde while. There is a nice 
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bliss wave tliat tends to follow and may take a lew seconds to develop. If 
you have not learned the concentration states yet, doing so in the 
afterglow of a Fruition can make them much easier to attain and master. 

16. Review 

In tliis stage, tlie meditator just keeps practicing largely as before. In 
this way, they will learn to master the stages of insight, as they must pass 
through them again each time they wish to re-attain Fruition. The first 
few times through the cycle after the path has been obtiiined can 
sometimes be (iiiite intense and even ver}' disturbing, as the mind tends 
to be exceedingly powerful for a few days after a patii has been gained 
and yet is navigating in territory that is not yet mastered. One is advised 
to be somewhat careful and perhaps very restrained in what one says 
and does during the few days and perhaps weeks after attaining a path 
or sometiiiiig that one thinks may be a path. However, it also sometimes 
happens that re^ilizations are hardly noticed at ;ill, or if tiiey are noticed, 
tiiere is simply tiie sense, "Well, I guess that's done." Powerful cycles 
and the sense that things have been completed are not sure signs tiiat a 
progress of insight has been completed. 

That said, when a progress of insight is completed, one may notice 
the mind simply not doing lots of useless things it used to do, ;md it may 
seem impossible that it even was able to do tiiem. However, it may take 
some time to figure out what the permanent implications of tiie patii are 
and what is just a product of its lingering and transient af terglow. It is 
likely to take quite a while to really integrate the understandings that 
come from a path into one's way of being in the world. 

Mixed in with the sense of \vhat is different is ;ilso a growing sense of 
what hasn't been changed at all, what aspects of realit\' ;u e still basically 
unenlightened ;md poorly perceived. After attaining the early patiis, 
what has remained untouched by tiiat level of understanding is usually 
fairly obvious. However, one of the difficulties with attaining higher 
levels of enlightenment is that the sense of what is left to do can become 
more and more vague and subtle. Again, give things time. Be patient. It 
can sometimes take a \vhile, perhaps \veeks, months or even years, to 
clearly see which underst;mdings hold up under tiie pressures of the 
world and which fade. You might not get a clear sense of tiie limits of 
this path until you are well on your way to the next one. 
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Speaking of tlie world, Review is a great time to re-engage witii the 
specifics of our Hfe. It is an unfortunate but true fact tfiat one of tfie 
possible side effects of the relentiess focus on the Three Characteristics 
that produces these spectacular insights is die habit of not paying much 
attention to die specific s of our life. The specifics of our life Jire 
obviously veiy, veiy important, and so now is a great time to pay a lot of 
attention to diem. Those around us may have noticed tire side effects of 
the Dark Night or some of the other stages and be worried about us or 
even mad at us for how we behaved if we allowed too much to bleed 
through. It is not always possible to m;ike up for that sort of damage, but 
now is a good time to \ry. Take the time to he;il die old wounds you 
discovered in yourself or created in your life while you were in the Dark 
Night. 

Also, go out and have some fun! Enjoy the richness of friendship, 
exercise, leisure, work, entertainment, service, and life in general. In 
short, do your best to m;il<.e your life a great one in the conventiouiil 
sense. You sln)uld ha\'e been tn ing to do tiiat all along, but try to forgive 
yourself ^md learn from your mistakes if you were not able to do so. 
Remember, tire kind of renunciation drat brings insights is seeing tire 
true nature of things. If you can see the true nature of the sensations 
that make up a fun and healthy life, there is no need for any other type 
of renunciation! In fact, buying into a stiong renunciation trip is well 
knoTOi for making people quite neurotic, and then the challenge is to 
see die true nature of the sensations that m;ilce up renunciation-induced 
neuroses. I'm not convinced drat tliis is an easier way to go. 

After attaining a path, particularly the early ones, the feeling that one 
is particularly special is common, and from a certain point of view it is 
true and understandable. However, what is truer is that sometiiing in the 
understanding of die relationship to ordinan' things is now "special," or 
at least somewhat unusual. The attJiinment of stre;un eiitiy or a new 
stage of awakening should be a cause for joy and celebration. 
Unfortunately, people who have never attained these things tend to react 
oddly or even poorly to such disclosures and sentiments. Strangely, 
many people are very excited about die idea of people getting 
enlightened but not the idea of you getting enlightened. 
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Those witli higher levels of understanding tlian yours will know 
where you are coming from, but will also know how much more there is 
to go from their own experience, and their tendency to fr)cus on that can 
be frustrating. One's teachers and more ach anced companions may frnd 
it amusing to be reminded of what it was like to be caught up in tiie 
fascination with low levels of re;ilization, but tiiey know tiiat eventually 
even tirat has to be seen in some otiier way. One of my favorite 
Chogyam Trungpa lines is, "You will never be decorated by your guru." 
Even if you are, I doubt if it will be of any great benefrt to you. 

Thus, two ironies of the spiritu^il life tiiat one can encounter here 
are that success can cause feelings of isolation and that the spirituiil path 
can be a very lonely one indeed. Sometimes writing c;m help, as can 
finding those few people who seem to simultaneously be interested in 
hearing the details of what you are going tiirough without reinforcing 
your fascination with these in ways that make it harder to see successes 
in their proper proportion. 

It is also not uncommon to feel tiiat what one has experienced is just 
so staggeringly profound that no one is likely to have ever re;illy seen 
such amazing tilings, perhaps including one's teachers. However, if tiiey 
are the real deal and quaUfied to teach you, they are very likely to have 
their own extensive list of spectacular and profound experiences and 
realizations. However, as such things are so r;uely discussed openly, one 
may have a hard time believing this. As I have had to learn the hard 
way, tiiose who ;u e p;uticukuly prone to extixwersion ;uid immoderate 
speech in tiie face of recent insights can easily get tiiemselves into 
somewhat embarrassing and humbling situations. On the other hand, 
eventually you may begin to outgrow or surpass your current teachers in 
understanding and ability'. This in and of itself can be confusing ;md 
frustrating, causing role revers;ils that not everyone h^mdles well. You 
might be astounded at how easy it is to bruise tiie egos in tiie 
conventional psychological sense of tiiose who have seen through tiie 
illusion of the ego in the high dharma sense. 

As review continues, one gets very familiar with the territory of one's 
current path and its stages, ;ind they may pass by more and more 
quicldy and easily. It can begin to seem that the only way to move 
through the Review stages of insight is to not investigate reahty too 
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closely. At some point, Fruition will no longer be as attractive and one 
will feel that one really could be practicing more clearly and precisely. 
This is a strong sign that the next set of stages is ready to arise. 

That said, there may be times when one simply doesn't \vant to 
make progress as one can't alFord to be risldng ;modier Dark Night at 
diat point in dieir life. Strong resolutions to stay in Review, a lack of 
really precise investigation and lots of indulgence in concentration states 
can help one stay in a Review phase until one is ready to move onward. 
However, progress of some kind can only be postponed for so long, and 
the dharma has a relentiess way of pushing us onward. 
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25. The Vipassana Jhanas 

The \dpassana jhanas are a way of describing the stages of insight 
tliat is a bit more broad than tlie map that breaks the stages down into 
16 hfmas. They are two descriptions of die same territory', and bodi 
have dieir uses. The vipassana jhanas differ from the concenti ation 
jhanas (samatha jhanas) in that they include the perception of the Three 
Characteristics, rather than the "pure" samatha jhanas that require 
ignoring the Three Characteristics to get them to appear stable and 
clean. However, the two may share many qualities, including very 
simihu^ widths of attention and other aspects. There are eight vipass^ma 
jhanas, die first four diat are formed, and die last four diat aie formless, 
with the odd exception of the fact that the eighth vipassana jhana 
(Neither Perception Nor Yet Non-Perception) cannot be easily 
investigated, as it is generally too subtie to clearly reveal the Three 
Characteristics. Thus, c;illing it a vipassana jhana is a bit problematic. 
However, it is part of die standai d pattern of progress, so is worthy of 
inclusion, and helps explain some of die material found in tlie old texts. 

Remember how I mentioned in the chapter called Concentration vs. 
Insight that the original texts used the same four or eight jhanas to 
delineate the states of concentration and the stages of insight? 
Remember how I said diat the delineation of die stages of insight didn't 
occur until die later commentaries? In die second liidf of the 20"' 
Centuiy, considerable work was done to try to resolve diese maps. As 
with most terminological issues in the spiritual life, there is some 
disagreement about just how the jhanas and the stages of insight line up, 
and I will touch on these in this chapter. 

The practical application of delineating die vipassana jhanas is that 
die traps diat awaited us in the samatiia jli;mas can arise during the 
progress of insight, and so being able to apply die body of advice diat 
deals with these occurrences can be very helpful. For instance, we may 
be going along in the progress of insight but get stuck when we stop 
investigating rapture, which is a part of the early jhanas and also of some 
of the early insight stages. Thus, realizing tiiat tiiere are some 
relationships between die s^miatiia ;md vipassana jhanas can keep us on 
die lookout for aspects of our experience diat we may be missing or 



The \ip;issiin;i Jhnnas 

artificially solidifying, as it is so tempting to do so. Going the otlier way, 
if we have some mastery of a set of insight stages, we can use these stages 
to learn get into samatha jhanas by concentrating on solidifying their 
predominant positive (lualities. 

There are ;ilso those who say that the jhanas and stages of insight do 
not line up at Al, but this is too docti in;il, not in accord widi what one 
experiences on tire cushion (or in some other posture), and doesn't help 
resolve the problems created in the original texts of the Pali Canon. For 
those who are still die hard traditionalists and believe that the jhana 
terminology' only applies to pure concentration practices, I offer the 
following (juote from tlie Buddha that is found in my favorite sutta, 
#111, One by One as They Occurred, in The Middle Length 
Discourses of tire Buddha, as tianslated by Bhikkliu Nanamoli and 
Bhikkhu Bodhi: 

"And the states in the first jhana - the applied thought, the sustained 
thought, the rapture, the pleasure, and the unification of mind; the 
contact, feeling, perception, volition, and mind; tlie ze;il, decision, 
energy, mindfulness, eciuanimity and attention - diese states were 
defined by him one by one as tliey occurred; known to him diey arose, 
known to him they were present, known to him they disappeared. He 
understood thus: 'So indeed, these states, not having been, come into 
being; ha\ing been, they vanish.'" 

Those with traditional views can squirm and pontificate any way they 
like, but diis guy is cle;uly maintaining an extremely fast, consistent and 
precise investigation of impermanence and is dius clearly doing insight 
practices. 

To digress for just a moment into another rant, the guy the Buddha 
is talking about here is none other th;m my hero, Sariputta, who 
incidentally is often the whipping boy of much ridiculous ^md degrading 
Mahayana propaganda. Don't get me wrong, die Miiliayjuia has done 
some great diings in its day, but ragging on someone widi diis level of 
skill and insight is just hypocritical and arrogant beyond reason. The 
Buddha says that Sariputta goes on to do very precise and powerful 
insight practices high up into the formless realms and attains to very 
liberating insights. I often hear Nouveau Tibetan Buddhists making 
conmients that clearly indicate that they feel themselves to be quite 
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qualified to denigrate his practice and don't seem to notice how ironic 
this is, as they are almost always those whose own spiritual progress 
doesn't qualify them to Hck the muddy sandals of someone with a 
fraction of Saripiitt;i's talents. When one in a thousand of the meditators 
I meet who m^ike diese ahsurd and insulting statements ahout Sariputta 
can do what he could do or understand what he understood, I'll eat diis 
book. You have no idea how good it feels to write paragraphs like this 
one. 

Back to business. AH of this map stuff is only helpful if it keeps you 
practicing clearly and in a way that brings results. I wlR discuss more of 
the pros and cons of maps soon enough. 

Bill Hamilton's Model 

The vipassana jhana model I like the most because it is the one that 
most clearly fits with my extensive investigatit)n of the \ipassana ]h;mas is 
the one that was used by the late, great Bill Hamilton. He was also quite 
a might}' meditator in his own right, if a highly under-appreciated one. 
True, he was a quirky old bat on a good day, but he also died an araliat 
and a mighty scholar who had complete mastery of the formless realms. 
There was notfiing particularly spectacular about Bill's Ufe other than 
his understanding of it, and he died in poverty and obscurity in basic 
deni;il of the severity' of his pancreatic cancer. I have never met anyone 
who had given die ciuestion of the vipass;ma jh;mas more consideration, 
and his fascination widi complex models was remarkable. A quick 
digression here about Bill, as I did dedicate tfiis book to his memory... 

Bin Hamilton was not only a meditation master, he was also a rogue 
teacher and basically felt like an outcast from the modem international 
Vipassana community'. The guy was basically too smart, too 
uncompromising, too scholarly, and too dedicated to non-watered-down 
dharma and to absolute mastery to be a popular mainstream teacher. 
He didn't teach to make people feel good about themselves, with 
friends, or attain to power, fame or money. 

His obsc•urit^' was a tiagic loss for die many people who didn't luiow 
about him. However, for me and a few odiers who knew about him and 
were willing to put up widi die fact diat he was basically a str;uige, 
suspicious, perhaps paranoid, and fairly quirky dude. Bill Hamilton was 
just what we were looking for. 
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Bill seemed to live for tlie sole purpose of sharing his dhai ma ratlier 
than for flying around the world, making money, or being popular. 
Urdike the few other Western dharma teachers with his level of mastery, 
you could call Bill on the phone and talk for hours about this stuff, and 
then you could do it agjiin. His very unpopubu it}' made him a true and 
accessible teacher. The other nice diings about Bill were that he would 
talk about actual mastery (tliough you had to drag it out of him) and also 
had incredibly high standards that I found quite refreshing. 

BUI also taught in a very interesting way. His style was basically to 
seem extremely skeptical diat any of your descriptions of any 
experiences could really have anything to do with the attainment of 
amlliing. This was basic;illy ([uite irritating, but it made his students 
question deeply whedier or not tliey were really experiencing what drey 
thought they were and so look more deeply at the truth of each 
moment It also served as a helpful counterbalance to his interest in 
models and specifically named levels of attainment. His teaching st}ie 
didn't win him many friends, but it was powerful and sen ed his ends. 
Part of my f;mtasy is diat a bit of his edge, uncompromising attitude and 
deep understanding may have come dirough in this work, diough it 
must be stated expHcidy that BUI never let on that he was particularly 
impressed with anything I ever described in my own practice. 

Back to discussing Bill's Vipassana Jhana model. The table below 
exphiins which lianas tall into which jhanas, and is a re-arrangement of 
the table in the beginning of the chapter on the Progress of Insight: 

Vipa ssa na Jhana Nanas 

First 1-3: Mind and Body, Cause and Effect, Three 

Characteristics 
Second 4: The Arising and Passing Away 

Third 5-10: The Dark Night 

Fourth-Eighth 11-14: Equanimity, CorUbrmity, Change of Lineage, 
Path 

Thus, when in each of those nanas, one can learn something from 
its jh;ma aspect, ;md when in each of the jhanas one can notice what 
insight territory is avaUable there. Further, as the division between 
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samatlia and vipassana is actually not nearly so straightf orward as some 
would make it out to be, there can be a lot of natural movement back 
and forth that can occur between vipassana jhanas and samatha jhanas 
even when trying to keep to just one side. As the Three Characteristics 
ai e always presenting themselves, even in seemingly created, blissful, 
stable s;unadia territoiy, diose widi strong mindfulness ;md 
concentration may have to work to avoid perceiving them. Also, tliose 
doing strong insight practice may again and again chance into territory 
that has a more samatha feel, and if they are expecting things to be 
purely by the nana descriptions they may get lost or confused by this. 
Lastly, those who have attained at least stream entr}' are constantly 
cycling tiirough tiie nanas from the 4''' to tiie 1 1 ''' ;md then to Fruition, 
so even if they try to do pure samatiia practice, tire pull towards each 
next nana/vipassana jhana is strong, and they basically are always from 
then on doing some fusion of the two even when they try to keep things 
purely on the samatha side. 

I will illustrate tire vipassana jhanas with a description of some 
c;mdle-flame meditation I did when on reti eat and playing iuound witii 
the samatiia jhanas by using kasinas. Kasinas are various traditional 
practices that involve using physical objects such as colored disks, 
candles, etc. as a starting point to attain samatha jhanas, powers and the 
like. They are described in the standard references I list in the chapter 
on tiie the Concentration States. 

The retreat when I first re;illy nailed down tiie det;uls of the 
vipassana jhanas was a 17 day retreat tiiat I went on when I was an 
anagami (the third stage of awakening in one of the models of 
awakening, to be discussed shortly). I didn't begin playing with this 
territory until around the second week of the retreat, ^md by that point 
my concentration was ver^? strong and flexible. It didn't take me more 
than a day before I could go through tiie following cycle. Initially, I 
would stare at a candle flame until I really could stay with it, then tiiere 
would be a natural shift, I would close my eyes, and I would see the 
visual purple phenomena where the afterimage of the flame was burned 
onto my retina. 

This would fade in a few seconds to be replaced by a red dot in the 
center of my visual field. The red dot was clear, very round, pure, bright 
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and seemingly stable. However, witliin a minute or so it would begin to 
shake, roll off to one side, and I would notice all sorts of things about 
how intention and observation messed with the position, stability, and 
clarity of the dot. First seeing the dot is the first samatha jhana, and in 
this case is the equivalent of Mind and Body, \vhere mental phenomena 
become clear external objects. Noticing things about intention 
influencing the position and stability of tire dot is cause and effect. 

Shortly thereafter this would become irritating and the dot would 
begin to shake, shudder, split up, spin off to one side or the other, and 
generally seem to misbehave quite on its own. This was tiie entr;mce to 
tire Three Ch^u acteristics. After a while of this, practice would shift, 
become naturally stronger, ;md tiiis slightly l;uger red dot would appear 
in tiie center again tiiat stayed there on largely its own, but it had a gold 
spinning star in its center that would spin on its own with a speed and 
direction that varied with the phase of the breath, which I noticed when 
I would break my focus enough to notice that. This addition of motion, 
the image happening on its own, and somewhat wider attention (wider 
dot), not to mention bliss when I broke my concenqation a bit ;md 
focused on my body, is tire entrance to tire second vipassana jhana. 

The red dot vwth the spinning gold star would gradually acquire 
purple, green and blue rings around its outside, and then there would 
be a sudden shift where the red dot would vanish and be replaced by a 
slightiy larger black dot. The black dot initi;illy would seem to be a good 
focus, but (luickly tlie ;u ea ;u ()und tiie black dot got more interesting, 
witii many very complex multi-point stars all circling slowly around it, 
getting wider and wider, with the interference patterns between them 
getting more and more complex, while the black dot faded somewhat, 
but to what was uncle;u\ This addition of a problem percei\'ing the 
center but with complex patterns of experience with multiple 
frecjuencies going out to the peripheiy marks the e;uly ;md middle 
phases of tlie tiiird vipassana jhana. Furtiier, as tire tiring got wider, there 
was this slightiy disconcerting feeling that attention was out of phase vwth 
the visuals. 

As the complex patterns around the outside began to become more 
spherical as the edges wrapped around towards me, they began to be 
made out of lines that had more of a rainbow quality to them, with 
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many complex motions and many-fold symmetry. This was harder to 
pay attention to and simultaneously comprehend it all, marking the 
mature third vipassana jhana and the later stages of the Dark Night. 
Note, as tiiis is being done with almost no fixation on psychological 
content and witii very strong concentration, I did not have any of tiie 
t\'pical feelings that sometimes accomp;my tiiis territoiy when it cycles 
tiirough witii less concentration. Instead, it stayed at the level of 
geometry, image and light except when I widened my attention 
somewhat to notice other aspects. 

This complex sphere on which was unfolding more and more 
complex patterns would then shift to something far more inclusi\'e of 
space the center of attention, thus becoming much more three 
dimensional. At tiiis point, tilings seemed to happen on tiieir own, but 
in a silent, clear, aU encompassing way tiiat was way beyond the second 
jhana, and this marks the entrance to the fourth vipassana jhana. 

As things would org;uiize, there \vould arise all sorts of images, from 
Buddlias to black holes, from brilliantiy formed Tantric images 
(VajrasatU a witii consort, etc.) to complex abstiact, tiiree dimensional 
designs tiiat included tiie whole field of attention, with all made of 
rainbow lines, luminous, living, and very clear. I could end the cycle 
with essentially any image I wished with an ease I had never previously 
achieved. If I had not previously determined an image to end with, the 
surprises were just as good as anything I came up \vitli and sometimes 
better. The point is that if you get your concentration strong enough, 
you can do tiiese tilings also. 

Shortly after the clear image would arise, attention would shift to 
include the fundamental characteristics of the whole thing at level that 
was perfectiy inclusive of what ordinarily \vould be called subject and 
object, and Fruition would arise as tiie whole thing vanished through 
one of tiie Three Doors, but witii a chuit}' that is raie. Then I would 
open my eyes, stare at the flame, and do it all again. Each cycle took 
about 10-15 minutes, but I could linger in each stage for longer if I 
consciously resisted the puU to move onward. 

WhUe obviously this example involves very clean saniatlia-like 
images, ver}' strong concentration, and was done by ;ui adv;uiced 
practitioner under relatively special conditions, this candle flame 
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technique can be very interesting, and in classes I have taught some 
were able to quickly get to the later jhanas without too much time or 
effort Some people just seem to have a natural ability to visualize, or 
focus on a mantra, or some other object, and it m^ikes a lot of sense of 
draw on these natural tendencies. It c;m ;ilso be fun to develop these 
fronts even if tiiis is not your stiong suit, as it helps expand the range of 
your practice. Thus, consider playing around witii using otiier objects 
and focuses at times, as they can bring different perspectives. 

To give another example, using a different object, if one is using a 
mantra, one may notice that at some point one shifts to being able to 
stay with mantra clearly and perceive it as ;m object, \vhich is the first 
jhana, st^uting with Mind ^md Body. Once the mantra is cle;u , one may 
notice all sorts of tilings about the process of mentally creating tire 
mantra, such as the stream of intentions being followed shortly behind 
by the string of the mantra itself follow sHghtiy behind by the mental 
echo of the perception of the mjmtra, making what appefir to be tiiree 
separate streams of the mantra. This is direct insight into Cause and 
Eff ect, ;md as tiie Three Ch^u acteristics of each of these streams 
become clear, tire first jhana matures. 

Then the mantra will shift to presenting itself, and will become very 
clear, as if it is reciting itself. This is obviously the second jhana, and one 
may experience A&P-like phenomena around here. As tiie practitioner 
shifts into tiie third jhana, the mantra gets wide in the stereo field, 
complex, witii interesting harmonies if one is so inclined, and yet it may 
seem to be out of phase witii attention or it may seem distorted, 
annoying, like something that was once beautiful has become noisy. 
One may experience Dark Night-related phenomena in this phase. As 
the shift to the fourth jhana conies, the nianti a may become part of a 
ver^' wide, more ([uite background, as attention becomes inclusive. 
Other fourth jliana-like or high equanimity-like phenomena may occur 
around here. 

Thus, the vipassana jhana model can really help people line up 
experiences across objects, traditions, and practitioners, as they get to 
the common ground of spiritual terrain in a more fundMiient;il way than 
the nanas may, as those witii strong concentration abilities may dodge a 
lot of the emotional side ef f ects that are emphasized by that map, and 
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those using dif ferent objects may have such seemingly different 
pathways. However, now that you know the vipassana jhanas, if you 
practice weU or ask good questions of those you speak with, you should 
have a much easier time of lining things up ;md m;ildng sense of things. 

Another thing that can help is noticing that each jhana has its sm;iller 
aspects diat c;m be classified in a m;mner different from the h;mas, and 
here I refer to what Bill labeled tlie sub-jhanas. As I mentioned on tire 
section on the samatha jhanas, each jhana, vipassana or otherwise, has 
its sub-phases. Initially, the jhana is new, fresh, clear, but perhaps a bit 
unsteady as the mind gets used to it (first sub-jhana), then it really comes 
into its own (second sub-jhana), then the flaws and limits of tiie jhana 
are perceived (third sub-jhana), tiien there is some sort of b^ilanced 
synthesis of tliese tliat at once allows tire flaw and begins to incorporate 
the puU towards that which comes next (fourth sub-jhana). 

In this way, it is possible to see models within models within models, 
and if you practice long and clearly enough with tiie models in mind you 
will run into tiiis aspect of things. The warnings about the problems with 
tiie models go ten times or more for tiie sub-jhana models ^md deeper 
fractal theories of meditation terrain. They are a largely endless subject 
whose usefulness is debatable and whose perils are well known. 
Consider yourself duly warned! 

Frvctals 

Unfortunately, I somehow am not able to keep myself from 
presenting just a few of the basics of fractal theory here, particularly as it 
relates to Bill's model. There is also something exceedingly universal 
about the pattern that I ;un about to present, and reson;uices of it are 
found back as far as there is recorded lium;m histoiy, religion ^md art. 

If you consider the first 360 degrees of a sine wave (like a rounded 
capital italic 'W tiiat has been tilted just a bit to tiie right), you will 
notice that is starts at zero, goes up in a hiU-Uke way, peaks, descends 
below where it started in a vaUey-Uke way, bottoms out, and then returns 
to the same level at which it began but yet farther along. 

Were one walldng on this cur\'e, one would have to make effort to 
climb up tiie hill. One would tiieii have a spectacubii^ view And a great 
sense of accomplishment. One might tiien try to keep walking up to get 
more of this, but end up sliding down the other side of the hUl, farther 
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down in fact tlian where one began. And yet, tliis is still progress, and 
could even be somewhat thrilling and even effortless with the right 
attitude. Just when one gets to the very bottom, trapped in the darkest 
part of the pit, by fin;illy coming to rest at the absolute bottom the 
upward motion begins to happen naturally, and one returns to where 
one was, ground zero, ;md yet farther on at the same time. A cycle is 
complete and yet begins again endlessly. 

This easily correlates with the first four vipassana jhanas, as well as 
many other obvious cycles such as those of the sun and seasons, etc. For 
diose tn ing to correlate the maps of the progress of insight widi diose of 
Tanti a's Five Buddha Families or those of any number of pagjm and 
nature -based traditions, diis should prove most helpful. The first 
vipassana jhana is climbing up die hill, eager beginnings, hard work, 
dawn. Spring, East, etc. The second vipassana jhana is the giddy high of 
accomplishment at the top of the hiU, high noon. Summer, South, etc. 
The third vipass;ma jhana is the exhilarating and yet scary fall far down 
die other side into a cool and sliado\\'\' \'alley, dusk and nightfall, 
Autumn, West, etc. The fourdi vipass;uia jli;uia is coming to rest 
regardless of where one is and returning to one's origin naturally, die 
cool of the dead of night and early morning. Winter and the promise of 
Springtime, the coming of a new year at the end of the old, a time of 
rest, completion ;uid renewed, Nortii. The correlations \vitli die stages of 
insight are dius ob\ious. One may also correlate diis widi some of the 
models of aw;dcening, p;uticuhuly die Four Path Model ;uid die Simple 
Model of awakening, bodi of which will be explained later. 

Interestingly, one may begin to see a fuU cycle of each of these stages 
in each of the four vipassana jhanas as well, with each peak and valley 
adding or subtracting from the position of the greater wave it is an aspect 
of. For all you incurable model geeks, tiy plotting y=sin(x)+().2,5*sin(4x) 
from x=() to 27r on a graphing progr;uii. You have my sympathy. The x- 
axis is die jhanas and sub-jlianas, from 1.1 to 4.4, or 1.1.1 to 4.4.4 if you 
want to go into sub-sub-jhanas. Unfortunately, what goes on the y-axis 
would be the subject of a book longer than this one and would read like 
the most difficult works of Aleister Crowley. In short, die possible 
complexity of this model is endless and it is no substitute for practice. 
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Try not to become an arrogant twit like I did when I began to figure all 
this stuff out Esoteric map theory won't win you any fiiends. 

I have spent way too much time thinking about the fractals and 
modeling in my own practice. In my insecure moments, I have 
considered showing off and writing a book diat detailed the hundreds of 
litde p;uallels ;md patterns that I have noticed over die years, how diis 
tiny littie stage of some vipassana sub-jhana mirrored or was in inversion 
of another aspect of some other litde stage of some other sub-sub-jhana, 
but I couldn't come up with any practical use for it at all. If you do the 
technicjue, you will see all of this and more. If not, reading about it 
won't help you. It's just ;mother content trap, but a seductive one for us 
pseudo-intellectuals. On die odier liquid, Kliabbala seems to have made 
related permutations into meditation itself , and tiiose who are 
particularly inclined to this sort of analysis might want to try taking it as a 
vehicle for going beyond it. Also, guess where the complex geometric 
Tibetan Mandalas tiiat are supposed to be pictures of the Mind or the 
Universe come from? Bingo! 

U Pandita's Model 

U Pandita, one of the greatest modem masters of meditation in the 
Burmese Thera\ ada tradition (see his \vork In This Very life) doesn't 
quite agree with Bill and I about lio\v the fianas and jliana line up, and 
so I diought tiiat in die interest of f airness I would present his model . 
In his model, as in Bill's model, die first diree stages of Mind and Body, 
Cause and Effect, and The Three Characteristics all faU within the first 
vipassana jhana. However, he divides the Arising and Passing Away into 
two jlianas, with the immature phase (\vlien the meditator is still in the 
grip of the Ten Corruptions of Insight) corresponding to the second 
jli;ma and die mature phase (when die meditator sees die true nature of 
the Ten Corruptions of Insight and crosses die A&P Event) as die diird 
jhana. Everything from Dissolution to Equanimity then falls into the 
fourth jhana in his model. This does accommodate the vague formless 
experiences that c;ui happen in Dissolution, as the formless realms 
come out of the fourth jhana. 

The problem widi diis map is siniihu^ to die problem widi die odier 
maps, namely that some of die stages of insight tend to suck and the 
samatha or pure concentration jhanas are always a good time or 
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peaceful. Thus, to say tliat die Dark Night stages such as Disgust are 
part of the fourth jhana just rubs the wrong way somehow, as does 
saying that Three Characteristics (which also tends to suck a bit) is part 
of the enjoyable first jhana. The point is that no matter how you slice it, 
tlie correlations are not quite perfect, and insight practice is rarely as 
pleas;mt as good old concentiation practices. That s;ud, diere is 
sometliing to tliese models anyway, and if you master insight and 
concentration practices and know a bit of theory, you will see for 
yourself what they were trying to get at, so get to it! 

Inklincs of One More Model 
The last model is one tliat is hinted at by the a line in The 
VisLiddliimagga when it says that Desire for Deliverance, Re-observation 
and Equanimity are one. This cryptic phrase may mean many things. 
One of them is diat the content of these diree stages is likely to be 
largely die same, while die relationship to it may cli;mge dramatically. It 
could also be used as justilicadon for a third model diat put these three 
togedier in die fourdi jhana. Furdier, as die fourdi vipassana jhana is 
about equanimity concerning formations, one might presume that one 
would have had to perceive formations at an earlier stage, such as the 
previous two, in order to have had the necessary time and experience to 
come to equanimity' concerning them. 

Go see for yourself and consider which of these three models 
presented here fits with your actual experience, or dirow diis book and 
aU of its models out the window and investigate the Three 
Characteristics precisely regardless of what happens! Actually, such 
decisions might be better made after reading the next chapter... 
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26. How THE Maps Help 

Now that I have presented the maps of the Progress of Insight, I wiU 
reiterate just a bit about how they help imd why I went to all of that 
trouble. I will tr}? to do diis in chronological sequence and tie it in witli 
what has been said in Part I. 

The maps tell you clearly what you are looking for and explain 
exactly and precisely why you are looking for it, how that insight helps, 
and how that insight provides the ground for what follows. The same 
thing could be said of the concentration state maps. If tire stages of 
insight didn't tend to bring up all sorts of unusual raptures and produce 
such a wide range of potentially destabilizing emotional side effects, 
there would not be so much need for the maps. You could simply tell 
people to increase their perceptual abilities until they got enlightened, 
and they would likely have few difficulties in doing so by properly 
applying the techniques. However, the insight stages do tend to cause 
tiiese sorts of effects, so the maps are very useful for keeping people on 
track in the face of tiiem. 

Remember long ago in the chapter called The Seven Factors of 
Enlightenment when I mentioned that the first factor was mindfulness 
and that this was really good for sorting out what is mind and what is 
body and when each is and isn't tiiere? That is because the first insight 
you are looking for, the one tiiat gets you in a position to see more 
deeply, is stage 1 . Mind and Body. Get it? This stuff is not random or 
arbitrary. It is aU clearly laid out in a way that helps and fits with reality. 

Remember how I said in that chapter that one should try to 
experience the intentions that precede actions and thoughts, as well as 
the mental impression or "consciousness" tiiat follows all sensations? 
That is tiie understanding in stage 2. Cause and Effect. Thus, 
mindfulness is tire first factor of enlightenment because it leads directiy 
to the first two classic insights into the truth of what is actually going on. 
If you want insight into something, then looking into that aspect of 
things precisely is the best way to acquire that insight. 

Once one has directiy experienced these two insights, tiien the 
Three Chaiacteristics begin to become obxious in stage 3. The Three 
Characteristics, which is exactiy why tire next f actor of enlightenment is 
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called investigation of tlie trutii, i.e. tiie Three Characteristics. Botii tire 
Seven Factors of Enlightenment and the insight maps teU you exactiy 
what you are trying to understand and why. Their order is not arbitrary 
in the least. 

You will not be able to understand tire Three Characteristics directly 
witiiout sorting out what is mind and what is body ;md tiie relationships 
between them. Without understanding the Three Characteristics, 
regardless of what you call them, you wiU not be able to go further and 
win not be able to get enlightened. The Buddha laid it aU out step by 
step. While this may seem unromantic and perhaps even dry, it is also 
exceedingly practical ;md witiiout a doubt the clearest presentation of 
exactiy how to wake up tiiat I have ever seen presented in any spiritu;il 
system, just so my biases are made perfectiy clear. In short, tiiese maps 
and techniques can be profoundly empowering. 

Once the Three Characteristics begin to become clear, the mind 
naturally speeds up imd becomes more powerful. This is because it 
lin;illy begins to draw on its tremendous power to see things directly 
witiiout processing tiiem tiirough tiiought. Anyone who has driven a car, 
played a video game or done just about anything else for that matter 
knows that you just have to do it, but if you tried to think about every 
Htde thing you were doing it would be impossible. 

This increase in mental power due to non-conceptual and direct 
experience is related to the third factor of enlightenment, energ}?. 
Energy may now even be bhizing up ;md down one's spinal cord, the 
mind gets bright and alert, and soon energy is flowing naturally, as one 
begins to enter the early part of stage 4. The Arising and Passing Away. 
Remember how this correlates with the second samatha jhana, where 
applied and sustained attention or effort are no longer needed? They 
just happen on their own to a large extent, and energy is naturally 
present. Thus, it ;ill ties togetiier. 

The next factor of enlightenment is rapture, which comes to 
predominate in the second vipassana jhana and the Arising and Passing 
Away just as it does in the second samatha jhana. Thus, all of the 
important advice about rapture given earlier applies to the insight maps 
in Part III. One is generally advised to avoid becoming a rapture or 
Kundalini-junkie in that stage, although I suppose if that is your primary 
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reason for meditating, it is certainly your right to do so. Just be wary of 
the inevitable crash. 

During the mature Arising and Passing Away, as well as in 
Dissolution, tranquility becomes important and more pronounced, but 
tiien becomes too strong in late Dissolution. Thus, it becomes 
important to build the sixth factor of enlightenment, concenti ation. 

Finally, when tire Dark Night really kicks in, as it will once one can 
again find one's objects and stay with them (Fear through Re- 
observation), then Equanimity in the face of all experience becomes 
vital for progress, as stated in Part I. Thus, Equanimity can arise and 
tiiat Path can be attained. 

As mentioned before, the maps fill in tlie seemingly huge, frustiating 
and nebulous gap from doing sometiiing like sitting on a cushion paying 
attention to the sensations of your breath and finally getting enlightened. 

The maps also tell you exactiy what the common errors of each 
stage are. They w;un people about not getting stuck in 1. Mind and 
Body by solidifying it into a jhanic state, wliich it closely resembles. 
They provide comfort ;md exphmation when tilings might get jerky, 
unpleasant or even downright painful in the stage 3. Three 
Characteristics. They admonish people not to get too fascinated with 
how much of a mighty meditator they might feel like in the stage of the 
4. Arising and Passing Away, and to even examine tlie sensations tiiat 
make up the seemingly wondrous and t;mt;ilizing corruptions of insight 
such as ecjuanimit^' ^md rapture. They warn of the possibility' of tiiinking 
that one is enlightened when going though tiiat stage, as well as saying 
that it is normal for wUd and sometimes explosive experiences to occur. 

I spoke with a friend who basically wanted me to help him 
rationalize that his recent A&P experiences occasionally allowed him to 
touch High Equanimity'. My advice was that a much more helpful form 
of inquiry would be to notice the sensations of fascination witii tiiis issue 
and the sensations of tiie rest of his sensate universe come and go 
moment to moment. If he couldn't manage tiiis, he should be putting 
his time into trying to figure out how to get together enough vacation 
time and money to do another long retreat and/or how to increase his 
daily practice time and the thoroughness of his investigation. 
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The maps clearly state tliat tlie process is not a particularly linear 
one, and that after the highs of the Arising and Passing Away there 
usually follows times of difficulty when all of the spectacular power of 
die mind And the enjoyment of meditation gained in die Arising and 
Passing Away is likely to fade drfmiatically. They warn of die numerous 
difficulties tiiat may or may not he faced in die D^uk Night, as well as 
provide lots of information about how to deal widi them. The most 
common mistake is faiHng to investigate the truth of sensations deemed 
undesirable. It is hard to get on more intimate terms with reality when 
we feel a bit too emotional, \Tilnerable, openhearted or shaken, and so 
progress in die Dark Night is not always easy. 

While I do gener;illy wish to avoid biting die li^mds tiiat have fed 
me, I must say diat not telling students about diis territory from die 
beginning so as to give them a heads up to what might happen is so 
extremely irresponsible and negligent that I just want to spit and scream 
at those who perpetuate this warped culture of secrecy. While many 
teachers may not do so because they don't diink many people will ever 
get this f;u , that in and of itself is a sc;uy assumption that should cause 
some serious questioning of dieir teaching mediods, techniques, and 
perhaps even motivations. 

Imagine that there is a meditation medication called DamnitaU that 
is used to treat some form of suffering (perhaps it's a p^iin medicine or 
an anti-depressant). However, in a subset of patients its long-term use is 
known to cause pronounced of imxiet}', p;uaiioia, depression, apathy, 
micro-psychotic episodes, a pervasive sense of primal frustration, 
pronounced lack of perspective on relationships, reduced libido, 
feelings of dissatisfaction with worldly affairs, and exacerbation of 
personality' disorders, ;ill of which c;m lead to markedly reduced social 
and occupational function. Imagine that these side effects ;ue known to 
persist sometimes months and even ye;u s lifter someone stops t;ildng 
die medication, widi occasional flare-ups and relapses, widi die only 
permanentiy effective treatment being to increase the dose, along with 
supportive care and counseling, and hope that these side effects pass 
quickly witii littie damage. 

Now, imagine that you are li\'ing in the dark days of paternalistic 
medicine during which doctors are prescribing this stuff without fully 



232 



//ok the A'Lips Help 

disclosing tlie potential side effects despite tiie tact tiiat tiiey are ffally 
aware of them. Imagine that drug companies are not forced to disclose 
known side effects. Does anything in this scenario make you a bit 
uncomfortable? I should hope so! 

Let's say for the sake of argument tirat I am a fanatic who is blowing 
this thing way out of proportion. Let's assume tliat D;unnitall only 
causes tiiese effects in 1 out of every 1 0,000 patients. Would you have 
these side effects included on the Htde piece of paper that comes in the 
bottie? Lets say it's 1 in a 100? At what point does it become absurd 
that those doctors ;md drug companies are being allo\ved to get away 
witii tiris? Unfortunately, I must admit tiiat I do not Imow tiie exact odds 
of tiiese side effects happening to you. I do know firsth;md tiiat tiiey 
happen and that if you cross tiie A&P Event you are fairly likely to run 
into at least some of them. 

These side effects are no fantasy. When they show up they are as 
real and powerful as if some dangerous drug had seriously ske\ved your 
neurochemistiy, ^md I often wonder if tiiat might be something like 
what happens. Thus, it seems only ftiir to have tiie same standards that 
we apply with such pronounced zeal and fervent litigation to drug 
companies and doctors also apply to meditation teachers and dharma 
books. For reasons unknown to me, this book is the first one I know of 
to spell out all of these things expHcitiy in language that eveiyoiie should 
be able to underst^md so that you can go into meditation having been 
fully informed of tiie risks ;md benefits ;md tiius ni^ilce informed 
decisions about your own practice. In the spirit of professionalism, I call 
on others who promote the dharma to adopt a similarly high standard 
for their own work. 

Maps point out that people might be able to get stuck for a little 
while in E(iuaniniit\' if they do not investigate tiie sensations tiiat nifike 
up even eciuiuiimit}', peace, relief, expectation, confidence, etc. The 
models also go into great detail about what actually happens in each 
stage of enlightenment and what does not happen (presented later), 
though this aspect of the maps is much more controversial than the 
maps of the progress of insight. 

Thus, tiie maps at tiieir best tell the meditator in clear and 
systematic ways exactiy what to do, what to look for, why, and exactiy 
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how not to screw up at each stage. They are no substitute for clear 
practice and investigation of the sensations that make up one's 
experience, and they are poor aids to those who refuse to heed them 
and follow dieir advice. As I continue to mention, they can also be used 
as a basis for useless and even h;uinful competition between gung ho 
meditators widi insecurity' issues. It c^m ^md has been ;ugued 
convincingly drat one certainly doesn't need to know diese maps at all 
so long as one practices well. Despite the dangers of competition and 
over-inteUectualization, the maps still have tremendous value when used 
as they were meant to be. 

One veiy valid criticism of the maps, as I mentioned before, is tiiat 
people cue often ver}? susceptible to suggestion, often chilled "scripting." 
Describing these stages can cause people to have sometiiing tiiat 
resembles these experiences just because they have been told that they 
are expected. The part of the maps that deals with emotional side effects 
is notorious for causing this particular kind of mimiciy. For example, it 
is basic;illy impossible to sort out what is just fear and what is insight 
stage 6 (Fear) based upon the presence of fear alone. The aspect of tiie 
maps tiiat deals witii unusual raptures (botii physical and mental) is less 
suggestible, and is a more reliable indicator of the stage of practice. 

However, the fundamental increases and shifts in perceptual 
thresholds are exti emely hard to fake, particularly if you have access to a 
map that goes into the extensive details presented here. Shifts in 
perceptuiil tiiresholds ;ue the most reliable markers on the patii of 
insight, tire Gold Standard by which tiiese stages are defined. For 
example, if you recentiy saw very fine vibrations that changed frequency 
with the breath, then had a big zap-through, spaced out for a while, and 
now feel paranoid witii some steady 5-7 Hz stuff that (juickly leads to 
chaotic, edg3' vibrations with complex harmonics, that's very likely the 
insight stage Feivc. 

Thus, increasing one's perceptual tiiresholds in terms of speed, 
consistency, and inclusiveness should always be the focus of one's 
insight practices. Skilled teachers who use and are very good with these 
maps will take into account all three, i.e. emotions, raptures and 
perceptu;il abilities, along with the pattern of these tiiat has unfolded 
previously, and use these to come up with an educated guess as to what 
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is going on witli a student. With years of experience, we may eventually 
get good at doing this for ourselves. I have found that my guesses about 
my own practice are usually more accurate after I have had a year or two 
to reflect on what has occurred. 

The best, most consistent practice I ever did was during a t^vo-week 
Mahasi Sayadaw-st^de retreat in Malaysia. This was my fliird retreat ever, 
and I knew nothing whatsoever of die maps of tire progress of insight, 
very Httie theory, and had done almost no reading of the old texts. I was 
simply doing noting practice. I had been told by a friend that if I noted 
quickly and accurately all day long from the time I got up until the time 
I went to sleep witiiout bre;ilcs then good things would happen. Well, 
from my point of view, all sorts of sti ange and largely irritating things 
happened. However, I just kept noting quickly all day long regardless. 
Things were getting pretty wild, then things calmed down a bit, and 
finally I hit a wall. I could barely practice at all. I would sit down and try 
to note and be \valking a\vay from the cushion within a minute ;md 
before I re;ilized what was happening. My mind was so tight, irritated 
and buzzy tiiat I felt I would soon explode. It was immensely frustrating. 

That night the abbot played a scratchy old tape of a Burmese monk 
with a thick accent describing the stages of insight. It blew my mind, as 
he described exactiy what I had gone through in the previous 13 days. I 
could clearly see ho\v the stages he was describing had unfolded, exactly 
where I was ;md what I had to do. / w:is :dso astounded dmt die padi 
could be so reproducible mid stniiglidbiwm d, dmt I could just follow 
moronically simple instructions and have it all happen. Those who want 
to get lost in the reaction, "No, it isn't so simple. Awakening is a great 
and intractable mystery! You are lying! It mustn't be so!" should take a 
few moments to seriously (luestion exactly how this disempo\vering and 
inaccurate view helps them feel good about themseh es. They should 
then take a few moments to find ;motiier, more empowering view tiiat 
helps them feel good about themselves, step up to the plate, and hit a 
home run. 

With a very high level of faith in the technique and despite the 
extremely irritating restlessness tiiat arose the moment I sat down, I 
resolved to sit on the cushion until I had passed Re-obsen ation. It was 
horrible. I noted like crazy anyway. Within five minutes it broke. 
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everytliing opened up, and fundamental formations ai ose. Thus, 
knowledge of these maps is absolutely not necessary for progress but it 
may be helpful if it keeps one practicing and helps one realize that what 
is happening may be perfectly normal. 

Unfortunately, the story continues on a dark note. I did not know 
tiiese maps well at the time. I didn't refilly appreciate what was 
happening, how close I was to a real breaktiirough, and the possible 
implications of not doing so. The retreat ended one hour later, and I 
had very littie time for practice when my rigorous travels resumed. I fell 
back, back into the Dark Night, and it began to realh' screw up my life. I 
won't go into details, but I will say that I wish I had access to a friend 
with a solid understanding of these maps to help me keep what I was 
going through in perspective. As it was, I was largely blindsided. Since 
then I have met numerous people in similar unfortunate situations. The 
wish to help others avoid such difficult situations was one of my primary 
motivations for witing tliis book. 

It was another six months before I went on retreat again, and luckily 
by that point I w;mted notiiing in tiie world more tiian release. In tire 
montii before I arrived, I was lucky enough to have a friend clearly 
explain the importance of noticing impermanence at a very fine level 
and show me some of the finer points of the maps. I hit the retreat 
determined to practice to the very best of my ability' or die tiying. 

I powered up above tiie Ai ising ;md Passing Away agjiin on day 3, 
hit tire Dark Night on day 4, faltered for a few hours. And then simply 
noted. I knew I was beaten, but I noted. I was weary, tight and yet 
volatile, and I noted. I felt I was cracking at the seams, but I noted. I 
stayed with what was happening, clearly perceiving and reluctantiy 
accepting the sensations that made up my world, the weight lifted, ;md 
tiien tire little mush demon buddha thing shelved up. Soon there;ifter, I 
so;ired effortiessly in realms of pure vibrating suchness, free from tiie 
ordinary cares of tire world. Soon tiiis became boring, and then I just sat 
and walked. On day 6 of my fourth retreat, I got the first taste of what I 
was looking for (read, "stream entry"). There is no way to explain the 
waves of gratitude that washed over me, except tiiat one small ripple of 
them was the other part of the motivation for writing this book. 
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As promised, tlie spiritual patli is not a lineai" one. During the next 
few days, I swung wide from the greatest spiritual highs to the extremes 
of what can happen during Re-observation. My mind was powerful 
beyond reason, and yet I was a complete novice at diis new territory. I 
was a bit like a 16-year-old who has just been given a Ferrm widi no 
br;ilces ^md a pair of night vision goggles. I simult;meously saw myself as 
being staggeringly wise and also as a complete basket case. For die 
remainder of the retreat, I worked to stabilize, ground and regroup so 
that when the retreat ended I wouldn't make a complete mess of things. 
I was only moderately successful. 

For the next few weeks, I, The Great Stream Enterer, managed to 
alienate most of die people who had die misfortune to speak widi me 
for any lengdi of time. Worse, widiin four weeks I began experiencing 
the difficult physical raptures of the next set of early insight stages. New 
territory was showing up, probably because I was still practicing hard 
three or more hours each day, and it was kicking my gung-ho butt. My 
neck went so stiff in the next 3"' insight stage that I could barely move 
my head for nine days, and die pain was excruciating. Again, I had no 
idea what was happening. Many years later, I have come to die 
conclusion that the best thing to do after attaining a path is to chQl out 
for a while. I did have a senior teacher tell me that much, but he didn't 
tell me why. Further, I had been advised by a good friend to do 
otherwise. Lord, help us when meditation teachers give us blatantly 
contradictoiy instructions, p;uticul;uly in intensive practice situations. 

No one had told me tiiat die beginning of a new progress of insight 
could arise so quickly, or informed me of what it could be like to be 
trapped in the odd in-between stages by pushing too hard. Again, I 
wished I had the ach antage of knowing someone who was willing to talk 
about these things honestly. However, despite my continued contact 
widi senior meditation teachers, no one was willing to lay out the 
practical information tiiat I present here. I had to figure it out die hard 
way. Was I bitter? You bet I was. Was I simultaneously very grateful to 
even have these things to be bitter about? Absolutely. Finally, someone 
gave me die excellent advice, "Nail do\vn \vliat you'\'e got." Witiiin a few 
weeks of relaxing and letting things settle, I was able to backslide to 
mastery of the previous stages and get on with my life. 
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Despite tliese rough beginnings and a rough journey beyond tliem, 
do I have any major regrets? No. It has been so very beneficial that I 
cannot possibly explain it. I wouldn't be going on and on about these 
diings if they weren't wordi it. However, I am a firm believer that if 
tiiere is enough good information out there, then it doesn't have to be 
so hard for tiiose that follow. Thus, I present these maps witii die hope 
that they will help people at least have some framework to help diem 
understand the many and varied parts of the path. 

Further, as absurd as this may sound to some, the maps allow you to 
pl;m your spiritual path to some degree. True, there are ultimate points 
of view diat would make this perspective seem quite ridiculous, but 
indulge me. A smiple pl;m might be tiiis: 

1 . Go on a diree-week retreat and really power die mindfulness and 
investigation all day long, consistentiy stretching your perceptual 
threshold and speed of investigation to its limits to maximize the 
cli;uices of crossing the A&P Event. It is not that hard to cross the 
A&P with fiiirly inibalanced effort, so don't \vorry about that. 
Remember not to be fre;il<.ed out by the strange raptures ;u ()und die 
A&P. Note, a two to diree niondi retreat would give you a great shot 
at stream entry if you are ready to really practice, so if you are at that 
level, go for it. 

2. Once you have crossed the A&P, Dark Night stuff \vill come 
bubbling up soon enough, and the choice to deal with this on or off 
retreat will depend upon how much time you c;ui devote to retreats 
and how much intensity you can stand. My vote tends to be for on 
retreat if you can take the heat, but not everyone can the first time 
around and not everyone can easily spare the time. On the other 
hand, that D;u k Night might just be a c;il<.ewalk. Gi\'e it a go ;md find 
out! In the Mfiliasi Sayachnv tradition, they to pically think that two to 
three niondis of diligent noting practice on intensive reti eat is 
enough to get many people to stream entry, but perhaps you do not 
have the time or dedication to step to that level yet. 

3. If you decide to deal with the Dark Night off retreat, realize that you 
win likely fall back but keep practicing an hour or t^vo each day. Do 
3'our very best to realize diat any of die odd feelings diat you may 
experience are probably just Dark Night side effects. Try to imitate 
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normal life as best you can and avoid rash decisions such as sudden 
and permanent renunciations of things you will want later on. Try to 
be nice to people and do your very best to keep your "stuff" from 
bleeding onto those around you. Find ways to honor and deal with 
your stuff that don't involve projecting it out onto other people or 
mjiking a mess of your life. 

4. If on retreat, or tire next time you can go on retreat, just keep 
practicing as consistently and accurately as you can and avoid 
indulging in the content of your stuff at aU costs. Put worldly 
concerns behind you for that period of time and investigate bare 
sensations with acceptance and bra\'ery. 

5. Attain to ecjuanimit}' reg;uding whatever arises, but be wary of 
indifference. This is not always as easy as it sounds, but it could be 
strangely easy nonetheless. Once the weight Ufts, just keep sitting or 
walking or whatever, with no sense of special effort. After really 
getting into high ecjuanimit}', stream entiy should arise soon enough; 
if it doesn't, repeat the above cycles until it does. 

6. From tiiis point, you are "in there," and progress of some kind is 
now inevitable. This first finger-hold on ultimate reality is extremely 
important, as without it you can wander far and wide and yet get 
nowhere. Advice for what to do next is given later on. 
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27. The Three Doors 

Insight practice is all about understanding the Three Characteristics 
so drat when we deeply understand them we may see beyond die three 
illusions jmd enter ultimate reality tiirough one ol the Three Doors. 
Stages 12-14 and subsequent attainments ol Fruition at drat level of 
awakening present as radical and complete understandings of the Three 
Characteristics at the level of formations, i.e. at the level of the whole 
sensate universe, lasting three or four moments of one tenth to one 
quarter of a second each. As unpalatable as the Three Characteristics 
can seem, in the end they are the source and substance of our complete 
salvation. 

There are three basic ways the doors may present themselves, which 
I win describe shortly, at least two of which are combined to produce 
the experience of entering ultimate reality?. The third characteristic is 
considered inferred from die way tiie otiier two present, but sometimes 
aspects of diat diird chaiacteristic will be experienced directly. 

Regardless of tire way that door manifests, diere are some common 
characteristics of doors that point to something beyond all of this. They 
reveal something completely extraordinary about the relationship 
between "the watcher" and "the watched" that it would take a very 
warped view of the universe to explain, tiiough I will try shortiy. One 
way or anotirer, diese fleeting experiences c^mnot be explained in terms 
of our normal, four-dimensional experience of space and time, or 
within our ordinary experience of a subject and object. 

One way to sort out a door to ultimate reality from an A&P Event is 
that the Three Doors involve the whole experiential space-time 
continuum as well as the object of investigation, as tiiese become the 
same tiring, an integrated whole. This does not hold absolutely for A&P 
Events if we are being honest witii ourselves, as tire subtie background 
of sensations that provide reference points is not completely included. 
Further, A&P Events tend to be very rich and thick, whereas there is 
always a sort of silent and luminous transparency to the way the Three 
Doors present. As stated e^irlier, tiie A&P Event occurs very much as 
tire Three Doors, is tiien followed by an unknowing event, but then 
tiiere are a few moments (usually about 3 or 4) as tiie breatii di ops all 
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the way to tlie bottom, followed by anotlier unknowing event and a state 
shift. 

Without doubt, the clearest and most illuminating experiences of 
the Three Doors come from attaining Fruition in the formless realms or 
in the realms of the "psychic powers," though these are not necessary', 
just very interesting, memorable ;md educational. Another perspective 
would say tliat tlie Three Doors always happen at tlie level of tlie 
psychic powers, but this is a matter of semantics. The strength of one's 
concentration practice and the recent continuity of practice will also 
help determine how clem' these experiences are. I had to go through 
them hundreds of times with an eye to exactly how tliey presented 
before I was able to write a chapter such as this one. The entiance to 
Fruition tlirough one of tliese doors is always completely unexpected. 

I will explain the aspect that each characteristic lends to each door 
and then combine these to explain what actually happens. When 
particularly clear experiences of die diree cjuick moments of die Three 
Doors occur, they can pro\ide fundament^il clues that can be used for 
furdier debunldng die Three Illusions, as well as explaining where so 
many of the teachings that try to describe die true nature of diings come 
from. 

For instance, the impermanence door aspect has to do with mind 
moments (the p;uticle model), arising and passing, vibrations, 
understanding that from which all this arises and that to which all this 
returns, understanding the source of all realit}', the universe strobing in 
and out of existence, and diat sort of diing. When die Tibetans talk of 
non-existence, they refer to the fact that all experience is utterly transient 
(the wave model) and thus abides or exists not at all but is constandy in 
absolute flux and ephenier;il. The iniperni;uience door aspect relates to 
realizing what is "between die frames" of the sensate universe 
(formations), ;uid it tends to have a "dat.dat.dat-(gone)!" ciualit}' to it. 

The suffering door aspect has to do widi fundamental attachment, 
dropping attachment like a hot coal that one finally realized one was 
holding, really letting go, compassion, ultimate bodhichitta, the true love 
of God, being purged in the flames, renunciation, relinciuislinient, 
feeling the fundamental c jueasy tension in the illusion of duality? for just 
a bit longer than one ever would normally, and that sort of thing. The 
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suffering door relates directly to "tire mind" releasing its fixated hold on 
the whole of relative reality and allowing it to faU away, leaving 
"awareness" to discover itself. Remember, these words in quotes do not 
refer to fixed phenomena or experiences. It c;m ;ilso feel like the sum 
totJil of existence is suddenly ripped away from us. The suffering door 
aspect tends to be die most unsettling or wrenching of the Three Doors, 
die most deadi-like. 

The no-self or emptiness door aspect has to do with the teachings 
on the mirror-Uke nature of the mind, the Spirit of God moving upon 
the face of the waters (that oh so niystic;il and overlooked line from 
Genesis 1.2), God making man in his image, merging widi a t;mtric 
image of a buddlia, seeing one's Original Face, diinkiiig of who created 
thought, and diat sort of diing. It relates to direcdy observing die 
coUapse of the illusion of duality, the coUapse of awareness into the 
intelligence or cognition of the perceived. It is a bit Hke staring back at 
yourself (or something intelligent regardless of whether or not it looks 
like you) widi no one on this side to be st^u ed at ;md dieii collapsing 
into diat image. The emptiness door aspect tends to be the most 
pleasant, easy and visually interesting of die diree. 

Each of these doors has to do with complete understanding of the 
ultimate aspect of relative reality, and thus realizing the ultimate nature 
of ultimate reaHt}'. Each door ;dso relates in some way to completely 
countering one of the three fundamental delilenients. The 
iniperni;meiice door relates to countering fundamental ignorance. The 
suffering door relates to countering fundamental attachment. The 
emptiness door relates to countering fundamental aversion. From a 
True Self point of view, the impermanence door relates to the 
permanence of ultimate reality, the suffering door relates to the 
compassionate nature of ultimate reidit}' or ultimate bodhichitta, and 
emptiness door relates to die fact that The Void is "what" we truly are 
(in True Self parlance at least). 

When I use the word "fundamental," I always mean something to 
do with basic illusions of duality or the gradual or sudden elimination 
diereof. Thus, I use the word "fundamental" when what I am talking 
about has nothing to do with specific content, emotions, physical 
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sensations, mind states, psychological manifestations or understandings, 
or any other specific and limited categories of sensations. 

I win now try to describe six possible combinations of these three 
aspects that create the actuiil experiences of the three doors. While 
there can be (juite a lot of v;mation in tiie specifics of how tiiese doors 
present, tiiey will Jilways f;ill into one of these basic patterns. As I stated 
earlier, these events are so brief and sometimes so unclear that persons 
who have been through them many times may not understand that they 
present in the way I describe them here. 

When die impermanence aspect predominates and is combined 
witii tiie emptiness aspect, then the whole universe strobes tiiree times 
quicldy witii sometiiing st;u ing back at us as a minor aspect of that 
universe, and tiien it seems tiiat aw^ueness collapses into tire space after 
the third gap, perhaps turning slightiy towards the thing that was staring 
back. When the impermanence aspect predominates and is combined 
with the suffering aspect, tiien the tiiree strobing moments feel 
wrenching, and the plunge into the gap feels fundamentally violating, 
like exactiy the wrong tiling to do. 

When tiie emptiness aspect predominates and is combined witii tiie 
impermanence door, there are three clear and discrete moments of 
moving towards or sideways to (or perhaps focusing on) an intelligent 
seeing image st;iring back at us, except that tiiere is nothing on tiiis side. 
After the tiiird moment, the illusion collapses in a very natural and 
pleasant way. When the emptiness door predominates witli suffering as 
its second aspect, tiien a very strange tiling happens. There is an image 
on one side staring back, and then the universe becomes a toroid 
(doughnut), and the image and this side of the toroid change places as 
the toroid universe spins. The spinning includes the \vliole background 
of space in all directions. Fruition occurs when the two have changed 
places and tiie whole tiling v;mislies. 

When tiie suffering aspect predominates and is combined with the 
emptiness aspect, again, the toroid thing happens, except that it can be a 
quite distorted or cone-Hke. The universe can rotate up or down and 
away from us, so that the primaiy experience is of an image falling from 
tills side, tiiough witii the hint that it might be coming back around to 
this side. When the suffering door aspect predominates with 
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impermaiience present, tlien tlie tliree moments in which tlie universe 
is ripped away from us are distinct. When the suffering door 
predominates, the experience is always a bit creepy. 

For those working on the higher paths, reflecting on the ways that 
the {e^y moments before fruition have presented tiiemsch es can be very 
interesting and helpfril. For tiiose working on tiie last stage of 
awakening, I offer tire following advice. The special ways tiiat tire doors 
can present can seem to imply the foUovring: 

That there is a link between some special and intelligent spot on 
that side and some transcendent this that is unfindable. This is 
implied by the definable qualities of that spot and certain subde 
sensations implying space. 

That tiiere is some space around space, some transcendent 
super-space around the universe that we may try to rest in or 
imagine is here. This is implied by sensations with definable 
(jualities. 

That tiiere is some void-like potential that creates all of this and 
to which all of this returns. This is implied by sensations with 
specific and definable qualities. 
Seeing that these qualities that seemed to imply something very 
special are actually just more qualities that we have misinterpreted as 
being a potenti;il refuge re\'eals the refugeless refuge. Reflecting and 
investigating in this \vay, the last illusions may fall away and we may 
attain to tiie complete elimination of all fundamental illusions, or at least 
the next level of tire fractal. 
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28."Was That Emptiness?" 

Welcome to the world of models, states, stages, and visions of goals 
to attJiin. The curse and hlessing of knowing all of diis terminology' imd 
dieory is that there is a natunil tendency to hegin to try? to apply it to our 
own experiences (and those of others) and wonder what was what. 
Beyond that, not only have I just provided enough information for a few 
of you to become Master Posers on the spiritual path, I have just given 
some of you enough information to start obsessing way too much about 
"where you are" on die padi. However, this is a tri\diil d^mger, and why 
senior dharma teachers do not ever seem to put die important details 
about sorting out what is what into dieir books is completely beyond 
me. That it should be left to a young and cocky upstart Uke myself to fill 
in this gap is less than ideal. Note, when I use the word "emptiness" in 
the tide of this chapter, I am using it specifically to refer to a Fruition, 
and in this case generally mean stream entry?, and not any otiier 
meaning. It has numy otiier meanings, but this is the specific one I care 
about at tiiis moment. 

There are aU sorts of pitfalls that can occur, but perhaps the most 
significant of them aU is calling experiences "emptiness," "Fruition", 
"Stream Entry" or "Nirvana" that simply weren't. It is a mistake that we 
are all likely to make more than once if we practice fairly well, know 
these models and care about tiieni in die least, and even very 
enlightened beings witii years of practice will sometimes wonder, "Was 
that emptiness?", meaning "Was that my hit?", or "Was that the next 
stage of awakening?". Some of us wUl be particularly prone to blowing 
this on a regular basis even if we ;u e actually somewhat enlightened. 
Take heart, failure can be a great teacher. 

The first and perhaps most iniporbmt point is tiiat from a certain 
point of view it is not an important question. If you have actually gotten 
enlightened to some degree or attained a Fruition, the permanent 
benefits of that have occurred regardless of whether or not you are 
certain about it. On the other hand, if you haven't gotten enlightened 
but think that you have, it is wortii being able to come back to reality. 

The r;mge of clarity with which tiie Three Doors to Fruition present 
tiiemselves can be quite wide. Sometimes, even if it was actually the 
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attainment of Fruition, tliere may not have been enough clarity at tire 
time for one's memory of the way tiiat particular door presented and of 
the depth of the discontinuity to be clear enough to satisfactorily answer 
die (juestion. 

There are also a large number of possible momentary unknowing 
experiences tiiat c;m present in ways tiiat seem convincingly like tiie 
attainment of Fruition, even for meditators with years of experience witii 
these issues. I will mention some of the most common events that can 
be mistaken for Fruition here, though this is far from being a complete 
list. 

Momentary experiences of the formless realms that ;u ise in tire 
insight stage of 1 1 . Equ^mimit)', p^u ticuhuiy notiiingness and neitiier 
perception nor yet non-perception, are common culprits. However, if 
one is this close, the real thing is very likely to occur sooner or later. 
Formless experiences arising from pure concentration practices have 
fooled people for millennia into tiiinldng tiiey were Fruitions. As 
mentioned e;uiier, insight stage 4. The Aiising and Passing Away, 
p;u ticularly the Arising and Passing Away Event itself, is a pernicious 
trickster and has fooled countiess practitioners tiiroughout tire ages into 
thinking it was Fruition or the attainment of a path. This may even fool 
somewhat enlightened beings who are working on the next path. Note, 
die A&P Event t^piciilly shows up only once per patii unless a long 
period of time goes by without practice after it, whereas Fruition is likely 
to be repeated naturally. 

Unusually heavy experiences of insight stage 5. Dissolution can be 
formless and murky enough to fool some meditators on occasion, as 
can any really dramatic shift between any of the vipassana or samatha 
jhanas (as these involve three or four "impulsions" or "mind moments" 
followed by a momentary unluiowing experience; see The 
AbhidhfUnma in die P;ili C;mon). Even the first shift into insight stage 1. 
Mind and Body can fool some novices if is happens dramatically 
enough and they get fascinated vrith how unitive, pleasant and clear the 
stage can be after the first shift into it. 

Often it is not possible to make a clear call about what was what, 
e\'en if it was actually Fruition. While what follows is routinely 
considered to be dangerous information, I am happy to go to the far 
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extreme of telling largely taboo secrets if it helps to balance tire 
pervasive "mushroom" culture. These are some basic guidelines that 
may be used when trying to answer the question, "Was that 
emptiness?": 

If there was any sense of an experience, even of nothingness or 
sometliing tliat seemed incomprehensible, particularly anything 
involving the vaguest hint oftlie passage of time during it, write it off 
as something other than emptiness. This is an absolute rule. 
Similarly, if there was any sense of a this observing a that, or a self of 
any sort tliat was actually present for whatever happened, write it off 
as somediing odier than emptiness. If you were tiiere, tiiat wasn't it. 
If diere was not a complete sense of discontinuity' ;md if it mfikes 
any sense to tiiink of time, space, perspective or memory continuing 
across the gap, write it off immediately as something other than 
emptiness. On the other hand, if the only way to remember what 
happed involves remembering just forward to die end of die 
particular door that presented and then remembering back to when 
reiility reappe;u ed, well, keep reading. 

If on continued repetition of tire unknowing event over days or 
weeks it fails the above tests, write it off as something other than 
emptiness. 

• If continued repetition of that particular kind of unknowing event 
over days or weeks fails to give any clear experiences of the Three 
Doors and to reve^d something very p;u adoxical ;md profound 
about tire nature of subject and object, be skeptical. 
If there was a double-dip into unknowing events with a few 
profound moments of clarity and altered experience between them, 
as is characteristic of the A&P Event, witii one shift happening half- 
way do\vn the out-breath and a second shift at the end of that out- 
breadi, write it off immediately as more likely having been that or 
maybe the early stages of Equanimity. 
If the event cannot be repeated, vwite it off. Those who have 
attained a path will attain more Fruitions naturally, maybe one to 
many per day, as they basically cm't help but cycle. 
If there is not a rather predictable pattern of stages and perspective 
shifts that begins to become clear (specifically foUowing the course 
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of tlie progress of insiglit fisted above in some way, particufarfy as 
regards sfiifts in perceptuaf tfiresfiofds), write it off as something 
otfier than emptiness. 

Tfiis brings me to the Carctinaf Rufe when trying to sort out wfiat aff 
experiences or attainments actuaffy were: try to repeat it ;ig;un :ind again 
and he iionest witlj yourself. It fiteraffy tooli me many of dious;mds of 
times througii ttiese cycfes and experiences at many fevefs and over 
many years to get to the point where I couid even begin to tfiink about 
writing a book, like this one. I am still quite cautious about hanging my 
hat on interpretations of my experiences or wtiat seem to be non- 
experiences untif I tiave attained tiiem ,50, f 00 or even more times. If 
you don't iiave die necess;uy fevef of cfjuit^' and masteiy to repeat the 
experience of interest again and again, eidier do enougti cfeai" and 
difigent practice to attain the required mastery or don't ask the question. 
Studying theory can only be so useful for this. In the end and always, it 
is practice ^md continued direct experience that reveals and claiifies. 
Wtiife it is somewiiat Que tfiat with cfarity comes mystery, this maxim 
c;m easify he used as a cop out. 

A refated question is, "Am I enfigtitened?" I have met a number of 
peopfe recentiy who have exhibited a common but unhealthy 
fascination with this question, toying with the possibility that they were 
enfigtitened in "past fives" (wfiatever), \vere enfigfitenecf earfier in their 
fife ;mcf "repressed it" (not!), were enfigfitenecf hy interesting 
experiences tiiatwere tiound up in time ;mcf space (wfioops!), sucfi as 
A&P Events, formfess reafm experiences, visions of beings, unusuaf 
raptures, etc. For these sorts of peopfe, as weff as those working on 
higher paths who are stuck in the in-between stages, I offer the 
foffowing: 

Tfie first tiling one must fuiow atiout enfigfitenecf t)eings is tfiat 
Fruitions occur for tiiem, ;mcf ttiey cfo so naturaffy ancf fairfy often. 
True, there may sometimes be an initiaf period after first attaining a 
path when they might not happen so often (the range being from once 
every day to once every week or so at the very fongest). However, 
Fruitions ;ue fargefy unavoicfatife. It woufcf taf<.e fots of consistent work 
to keep tfiem from fiappening, anrf if one fet one's guiuxf cfown tiiey 
woufd show up again quicfdy enough. In fact, the fonger one goes 
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witliout a Fruition, die more die pull towards drat which is not any of 
this intensifies. 

Even those who are working on the next path will typically have 
recurring Fruitions from the current path sneak in even if they don't 
want them to. This is one way to distinguish A&P Events from Fruitions, 
as crossing ahove die level of die A&P quickly diminishes in intensity, 
fades quickly as the focus of one's practice, and fails to provide the 
consistent sense of release, ease and sense of well-being that attaining a 
Fruition does. 

Before enlightenment, one always had to developing access 
concentration, attaining Mind and Body and worldng from diere every 
time diey meditated (unless practicing veiy strongly, often jmd well, 
when one may be able to keep up enough momentum to avoid falling 
back to the beginning). After attaining a path one begins at the level of 
the Arising and Passing Away and proceeds with much more skill and 
confidence. Simply reflecting on reiilit}' even slightly will result in a 
nearly instantaneous shift to a Mind ^md Body-like state. At a whim, one 
c;m begin meditating at die level of die A&P, beginning witii die double- 
dip state shift at die middle and tiien end of die out breath diat is die 
hallmark of that stage. Thus, enlightened beings can perceive vibrating 
phenomena at a whim. 

In that same vein, the cycles of insight from stage 4 to 11 and then 
15 :dw:iys infbience tiie conscious life oftljose who are enliglitened. 
They lua inescapable. They cycle endlessly in one's w^ildng hours and 
even when dreaming. They subtiy or overtiy color one's mood, energy 
level and perception of the world. As soon as a Fruition is attained, the 
cycle starts again and proceeds, though the timing and obviousness of 
this fact may be somewhat v;u iable depending on how much one is 
practicing, what is going on in one's life and how good one is at noticing 
die qualities of tiiese stages. Even when doing coiiceiitiation practices, 
these cycles aie in die background somewhere. It is possible to ignore 
them to a large degree for a while when in deep samatha jhanas, though 
it takes work to do so. 

I remember lying down to t;ike a nap ;ifter lunch when on retreat in 
India a few days iifter my first Fruition. Before I knew it, meditation was 
occurring. The cycles were showing themselves in order without any 
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effort or even invitation. Tliey liad tiieir individuai quaiities mucli as I 
have explained above, thougli tfiey move fairly quickly from one to the 
other, and about 45 minutes later Fruition occurred. Soon thereafter, it 
was obvious that the cycle had started again. 

Do you cycle naturally through tiie cycles of insight from stage four 
to eleven and tlien attiiin Fruition? If you just sat down on a cushion and 
did nothing special, would you move tiirough tiiese stages as easily as 
falling down a hill? Do Fruitions arise after such cycles in a way that 
fairly consistentiy leaves you with the staggering impression that, "that 
was it!"? If not, I would a\'()id harboring ;my notions tiiat you are 
enlightened, "ha\'e been enlightened some time in tiie past," etc., as you 
ai e ;ilmost cert^iinly in error. Such notions ;u e not helpful most of the 
time anyway, and tend to be bound up in a sense of solidity and 
imagined continuity of self that is simply unrealistic. 

I have a friend who erroneously thinks he is enlightened and once 
said, "Oh, yes, I went through those stages once many years ago, but 
now I jun beyond them." Toast! Those \vho are enlightened go through 
these stages hundreds if not tiiousands of times each ye;u\ There is 
absolutely no getting around them barring deep sleep, severe brain 
damage, strong sedation or death. 

However, it is fair to mention that some enlightened people simply 
don't think about things in this way, have never noticed tiiat they cycled, 
never picked up on the patterns, were never exposed to tiie maps, don't 
have particularly stiong concenti ation, don't re^ilize how they got tiiere, 
are not particularly intellectual or, if they are, never applied tiieir 
intellect to these aspects of where theory meets practice, never really 
paid attention to the way things unfold, and couldn't care less. Thus, if 
someone is enlightened, I brazenly assert they cycle like this, but that 
doesn't mean they realize they do, and if their practice unfolded gently 
or slowly or witiiout very intense concentration ;uid a map-oriented 
focus, they may have no idea about most of tiie tilings I am discussing 
here and yet they apply to them anyway. I poured massive amounts of 
energy into my practice, developed very strong concentration, and care 
about die maps obsessively, but that doesn't mean that other beings who 
are enlightened did or do. 
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Back to describing the cycles. As Review sets in, it can seem tliat one 
can control these cycles and stages. It may seem after we have mastered 
a path somewhat that we can call insight stages up in order and stay in 
them as long ;is \ve \vish or even call them up out of order. From one 
point of view, enlightened beings can master and manipulate the stages 
of insight, diough such practices can t;ike on much more of a s;unatlia 
feel tlian an insight feel. From anotlier point of view, perhaps a more 
thoroughly insight-oriented point of view, even such a notion is 
erroneous. Stages, cycles, and the empty intentions to manipulate them 
occur in a causal fashion, ;md if there is a sense that there is an 
independent self tliat is controlling them, then there is obviously more 
work to do. Now, diere's a high st;mdard, and wordiy standiuxl, indeed! 
These cycles, as widi everything else, simply belong to die nature of 
things. 
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29.BEYOND First Path ("What Next?") 

Obviously, it can be easy for a meditator to think that they have 
completed a progress of insight and gotten stream entry when in fact 
diey haven't. It is also possible for a meditator to have actufilly 
completed a progress of insight and yet diink odienvise, but diis is much 
less common. Sometimes a student will be correct in thinking that they 
have, but their teachers will remain unconvinced. Sometimes a teacher 
may think that the student has and yet be wrong. Regardless, just keep 
practicing and see what happens. This is the most fundamental principle 
for all of tiiese stages. A particuhirly useful and traditional guideline is to 
wait a year and a day before completely making up your mind. This is 
slippery stuff sometimes, and many states and stages can easily fool a 
student or teacher into thinking that they are something they are not. 

When a meditator successfully completes a progress of insight, they 
have permanentiy debunked certain illusions to some degree, but many 
remiiin. These tend to include a new fascination with tiie understanding 
tiiat has ai isen from tiiat patii. However, if one's "realization" doesn't 
stand to the test of time, or if there is not some sort of fundamental and 
unalterable reduction in suffering, write it off and keep going. Even if 
one does complete a progress of insight, is easy to imagine tiiat more 
has been debunked than actually has, so continue to practice training in 
morality? tiiroughout your life as before to avoid being bitten by tiiose 
unskillful potentials tiiat remain but are hidden. Sti angely, tiie 
temptations to screw up can become more subtie and seductive as 
practice deepens. These tend to be at their worst around the next 
Arising and Passing Away or during the next Re-observation. 

An extended series of progresses of insight tend to proceed as 
follows. They may be called "Patiis" in the Tlieravada and "Bliumis" in 
tiie Tibetan, tiiough tiiere are some problems tiiat aiise in tiying to 
resolve the inconsistencies in these two models that will be touched on a 
bit later. Thus, a more general treatment follows, and the descriptions of 
the stages here are not taken directiy from any particular tradition. From 
one point of view, all of this is not necessary information, as continued 
practice just as before will continue to move things along quite naturally. 
On tiie otiier hand, if one has expectations about what might come next 
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that are not in accord witli reality or interfere witli practice, tlien tliis 
information might be helphil. 

The meditator masters this stage of awakening by continued practice 
as before. They c;m cjuicldy learn to rise through all of the stages, 
stju ting from the Arising and Passing Away, through the D;uk Night, up 
to Equanimity' and Fruition in a single sitting or even during some of die 
activities of daily life. Merely sitting down on a cushion, or being awake 
for that matter, will involve naturally moving through these cycles, 
thought the speed and clarity of these can vary widely depending on the 
practitioner and circumst;mces. They may even find it interesting to 
purposefully li;mg out in some of the stages of the Dark Night just to 
le^uii more about them and from diem, as diey have some veiy 
important lessons to teach and are very interesting territory. However, 
they may also come to realize that this is really just a new beginning in 
some ways, sort of like graduating from high school but then becoming 
a lowly freshman in college. 

The period after completing a progress of insight and after gmning 
some strong sense of mastery of its stages is also a great time to work on 
one's concentration practice abilities. The reason for waiting is that 
concentration practices and insight practices tend to have a certain 
inertia to them. IS you have recently been trying to get into really stable 
samatha states, this can ni;ilce it harder to see things flicker for a while. If 
you have recently been ti aining hard to see tilings flicker, it can be hard 
to get into really stable s;uiiatlia jlianas. Thus, what you don't want to do 
is to gunk up tiie natural mastery phase of your practice until you are 
comfortable enough vnth these stages to get stuck in one and not have it 
be a big deal. This usually takes at least a few weeks, but this is a very 
crude guideline, and everyone is different regarding issues of timing. 
Judge for yourself how well you li;mdle stages such as Re-observation 
and decide if you would be alright if you got stuck in it for a few hours. 

The time after gaining some mastery of tiiese stages is also a great 
time to work on one's stuff. Actually, doing concentration practices and 
working on one's stuff go very well together, as concentration states tend 
to cause our stuff to come bubbling to tiie surface where we can work 
with it. The time during a mastery phase is also a great time to make 
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sure tliat one's daily life is functioning well, particularly if one made a 
mess of it while trying to get enlightened or more enlightened. 

Mastery of these stages tends to peak at some point, and the sense 
can arise that one has re;dly "got it." Fruitions tend to occur fairly 
quicldy, clearly and easily. Given time ;md practice, tiiey may hegin to 
hecome somewhat hored witii tiieir current level of attainment ^md witli 
tiieir ability? to attain tiiese stages and Fruition. Their practice can begin 
to seem sloppy, and the quiet bHss wave after Fruition can diminish 
somewhat unless they do not attain it for some long period of time 
(which would probably reciuire resolutions to that effect). 

The understfmding that tliere is more suffering to uproot grows. 
They begin to see more levels of reality? tiiat ai e clearly not well 
understood or illuminated by tiieir current understanding, hints of 
which probably showed themselves very soon after their attainment of 
that path. Subtie thoughts and mental patterns may be noticed at the 
edge of one's perceptual threshold. Attention begins to incline tow;u ds 
the next level of realit\' that must be understood and away from familiar 
territoiy. More fresh insights begin to show up. 

They begin to investigate reality witii more effort and clarity as 
before and begin a new progress of insight from the beginning, i.e. 
access concentration and then Mind and Body and the rest. This might 
play out as follows: ftiirly soon lifter tiie sense of stiong masten , one will 
simply be meditating along, perhaps a Fruition will occur, and then 
suddenly tiie mind drops into this new state rather than a new review 
cycle beginning again. It is stable, interesting, and somewhat jhana-like. 
It is sort of Uke re-inhabiting one's life or reconnecting with the sense of 
the observer. It is also likely the next Mind and Body. This could also 
happen when one was just going about one's day. 

The i^ostural obsession, odd movements, strange tensions ;md 
pjiins, emotional volatility , vibratory stuff tiiat seems new, a fresh and 
clearer sense of what dualistic perspectives remain, and all of tiie otiier 
early progress of insight stuff may arise in its time naturally and perhaps 
sooner than one might wish. The phrase "leading onward" is often used 
to describe die wisdom that arises from dli;u nia practice. Strangely, it is 
a phrase and a fact that I have cursed just as often as blessed, and 
entering new insight territory at inopportune times or before one feels 
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ready can reveal why. Insight cycles can sometimes be very traumatic, 
and it is often advisable to take a break to recover one's sense of humor 
and appreciation of life before plunging on. However, at this point the 
dharma waits for no one and may plunge on regardless of yoiu' \vi,shes. 

Note well, for tiiose in between stages, there initially is still tiie ability 
to easily attain any of tiie previous stages stai ting at tiie level of tire 
current Arising and Passing Away, so tilings can get quite murky if they 
are trying to figure out what stage tiiey are in or attain specific new 
stages. It can be as if the early stages are opening up to us, whereas for a 
while things always started out at the level of the Arising and Passing 
away. 

Fixating on tiioughts about what stage you ;u e in is guiu ^mteed to 
cause some degree of suffering tiiat is wortiiy of investigation, especially 
in the in between stages, though a gentie awareness of the maps can still 
be slightiy useful. There can be a sort of a fork in the path for a while, 
with the meditator seemingly being able to choose whether to review 
previous stages or press on. It can seem as though the background is 
solidifying and the mind is growing nosier as well as less predictable ^md 
skillful. More of our stuff is suddenly bubbling up to tiie surface. We 
notice subtier thoughts and mental images, many of which we may wish 
we hadn't. We may feel less "enlightened," as if our realization were 
fading. Clear and consistent insight practice, i.e. understanding the 
Three Characteristics of all t\'pes of sensations, which includes thoughts 
of maps and go;ds, is the only thing that finally helps, just as before. 

Af ter tiie meditator crosses tiie next Arising and Passing Away 
Event, which may happen relatively quickly if they practice well and 
often, they will tend to have a very hard time re-attaining Fruition for a 
while. One may meditate ;ilong and tiieii get stuck in a stage that seems 
to lead nowhere and is sort of like low eciuanimit}', in that there are clear 
vibrations tiiat are not v^iiying with the breatii or ^my otiier movement, 
and yet tiie background is too dense, noisy and poorly perceived for 
clear and complete formations to show themselves. 

Finding the proverbial fork in the road to familiar territory can now 
be (juite tricky, ;md even if they do find tiie way back, the old territoiy is 
unlikely to be particularly appealing. Old Fruitions may arise, but they 
may do so in a way that is less reliable or certain. Suddenly, the 



255 



Beyond First Pntb ("Wlmt Next?") 

meditator is "on tlie ride" again, and will soon have to face tire fullness 
of the next Dark Night with aU of its implications. It may even be more 
challenging than before, but could just as easily be less so. One friend of 
mine sailed through one Dark Night in about six minutes, and the next 
one took him many years. There is no predicting these issues of timing. 

It can happen diat m;my times they will tiy to meditate to 
equanimity but fall back when diey get to Re-observation. They may 
thus try to re-attain previous stages, as they may feel in over their heads. 
They may get into the next stage of Desire for Deliverance, wish very 
strongly to go beyond all of diis, ;md do so by re-attaining to a Fruition 
of the current path instead of att^iining the next one. 

However, even if they ai e able to reti eat into die old territoiy, diey 
will still be haunted to some degree by the Dark Night in dieir life and 
will have to learn to navigate skillfully in this territory one way or 
another. Sometimes re-mastering the current path is helpful for building 
a sufficient foundation from which to proceed \vell into the new 
territor}'. Eventually, there is no way to go back, ;md one is simply left 
facing die new territory widiout an obvious skillful escape route. 

There can arise an odd phenomenon diat has been referred to by 
one of my teachers as "Twelfth Path," though this phrase is not in 
common usage. It is, however, a common phenomenon in those who 
have attained at least stream entiy and is probably die most important 
concept in tliis book for diose worldng on the higher padis, particularly 
beyond second path. Twelfth Padi is making a joke about die fact diat 
diere are at most four stages of enlightenment in the Theravada map 
and five or ten in the Tibetan maps. However, it can easily seem that 
more than ten brand-new and full-blown cycles of insight have been 
completed and yet there is still much more to go. If one is going to get 
obsessed with the fractal model diat I mentioned earlier, it is likely to 
happen ;ux)und here. Unfortunately, die fractal model is even more 
useless now dian it was earlier, and so I strongly recommend avoiding it 
like the plague if you think you are in a new progress cycle rather than a 
review cycle. 

Things might proceed as follows. It seems certain that a cycle has 
been completed. Next, there seems to be a clear master}' stage that 
withstands aU of the most rigorous tests, then more early progress of 
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insight stuff shows up, tlie cycle begins to go ;ux)und again, perhaps witli 
more backsliding, moving forward, falling back again, remastering the 
old territory, more progress and suffering shows up with its associated 
struggles ;md rationalizations, then there comes a sense of there being 
no other option but progress and acceptance, and finally die sense diat 
die cycle has completed itself . Soon enough diere is a cle;u- sense of a 
mastery stage, and so on. In this way, it may seem diat some large 
number of paths or bhumis have been attained, twelve in the joke, when 
in fact they have not. Or have they? Unfortunately, this is a tough 
question, and one that cannot easily be resolved. 

One may think that one is now at a higher stage of reiilization that is 
clearly different from before, but die "magic numbers" 4 or 10 simply 
may not seem to apply to one's journey. It can also happen diat, witli 
increased clarity and progressive deepening of one's practice, distinct 
progress of insight patterns may seem to be repeating within each of the 
sni;iller units of the larger pattern of the progress of insight, ver\' much 
in die way of fract;ils, as detailed earlier. Beware! Do not get sucked into 
identifying with these idealized stages as actually being "where you iue"\ 

New progress cycles and dieir accompanying vagueness can be very 
confusing if we are fixated on models but are not aware that the in- 
between territory is nearly impossible to successfully map in real-time. 
We may sometimes feel that we have just gone through the larger 
progress of insight cycle when we may have actually only gone tlirough a 
small pait of it. We may begin to tliink we see first, second, tiiird and 
fourth vipassanajliana aspects of each of die four larger vipassana 
jhanas. We may even begin to see patterns similar to those of a full 
progress of insight within each of the stages of the larger progress of 
insight or even within parts of each stage. A similar obsen ation can arise 
in concentration practice \vitli the saniatha jhanas, but this tends to not 
be nearly as problematic or dramatic. 

I have come to die conclusion tliat fear, anxiety, confusion, 
indecision and even certainty about these issues are clear markers of 
what needs to be investigated, i.e. those things themselves. In this way, 
these aspects of suffering have become tiusted f riends, clear signposts 
and red flags, as well as aspects of the goal, which is the path in the end. 
The more we realize that those very processes are it, those very 
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sensations are it, tiie closer reality is to understanding itself. The closer 
reality is to understanding itself, the less fundamental suffering there is. 

I have also come to the conclusion that the best reason to take these 
detailed maps to this extreme is that eventually they become way too 
ridiculous and cumbersome. Thus, eventually tliey can be laughed at 
and yet m^ike tiieir few useful points also, while leaving us with no 
option but to be witii reality, one aspect of which is tire sensations tiiat 
make up thoughts about maps. We can learn to laugh at ourselves and 
our deep-seated but futile desire to simplify fresh patterns of sensations 
and solidify them into a sense of an attainment that "we" have. 

On tiie darker side, when we are unable to do tliis, unable to laugh 
at our deluded attempts to fix or freeze a sense of what some illusoiy 
"we" has done or attained, tire phenomena of Twelftii Patii and tire 
complexity of the territory between paths can cause considerable doubt, 
pain, frustration and cynicism, the flip side of which is grandiosity. The 
more iifi ^iid we are of not making progress, the worse these sorts of 
feelings c^m become. The more we compare our practice to tiie 
misunderstood sensations tiiat m;ike up tiie sense of "otiiers," tiie more 
needless suffering arises. These sensation patterns must be investigated 
clearly and seen as they really are, as always. 

When this all ends is a subject of considerable controversy, though 
like an idiot I i\m going to take on the topic of FuU Enlightenment 
shortly. Amway, it should be noted that a long-term view is veiy helpful 
sometimes, p;uticul;u ly if it helps one just be witii what is happening 
today. It will often not be clear which event was actually the new Arising 
and Passing Event or which event was really a new Path until one has 
the benefit of a few more months or years of practice. One may 
experience ni;uiy strange events, state shifts, insights and profound 
openings, all of which can be ver}? compelling for some period of time. 
However, tiiere tend to be just a few of tiiese memories that, on careful 
reflection, stand out in tiie mind as being really significant and by which 
one can clearly mark permanent shifts in one's fundamental relationship 
to the experiences of life and the world. 

In die next chapter, I will lay out a number of models of awakening 
tiiat involve vju ious numbers of shifts in understanding. One may be 
tempted, as I foolishly have been, to count the landmark events in one's 
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practice and try to correlate tliem witli tliese models based purely on tire 
number of them that seem to have occurred. This is a setup for trouble, 
so please learn from those who have leaned the hard way and do not try 
it, as tempting as counting padis c;m be. A vastly superior form of 
inquiry and investigation is to carefully ex;unine anydiing diat seems to 
involve a sense of a split, of a diis jmd a diat, p;u ticubu"ly at the rate of 
one to ten times per second or even faster if you can pull it off. What 
sensations seem to be the watcher, and what sensations seem to be 
watched? Try to see the true nature of these sensations one by one as 
they occur. 

It must be said that after three or four of what seem like complete 
insight cycles or paths it c^m take (juite a while to get a cle^ir sense of 
what subde dualities remain. You might find yourself walking around 
for days to months thinking, "Dang, I've really got it now. I'm just seeing 
it no matter what happens. Cool! I might have cracked the thing! 
Dude." 

Give things time ;md beware of assuming that you ha\'e attained to 
more th;m you have. It is a very common and embiurassing problem, 
but those who know tliis territory will understand. However, tiiose who 
do not know this territory may not be so forgiving, so beware of claiming 
a specific level of realization, particularly final realization, however you 
define it, until you have carefully checked tilings out for a very long 
time. I would advise thinldng along the lines of, " W ell, my working 
hypotiiesis is tiiat it seems tiiat I have achieved whatever, but I will keep 
an open mind and be cautious in what I say." 

Use the descriptions of realization that follow to give yourself a 
general sense of the territory and what tends to need work and 
investigation. Avoid whenever possible the traps mentioned above, but 
when you realize you have fallen into them, which is ever so human ;md 
common, tiien accept this, le;u n from it and laugh! Should you re;ilize 
that you have failed to heed this advice, that you have bought into some 
limited definition of yourself as a realized being of some defined rank or 
level despite the warnings, you can try to deny it for a while, that's OK. 
You can imagine that you jue very sure you know "where you are," as 
that sort of artifici^il solidification of reiilit^' is common enough. You can 
get pissed off at yourself, that's normal. You can beat yourselt up if you 
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tliink tliat it will help, though it rarely does. You can get bitter, tliough 
such responses tend to wear out their welcome. You can pump yourself 
up, dwelling on "your" imagined or real successes, though this tends to 
ling hollow soon enough. You can try to pretend you don't CAve what 
stage or level you have achieved, tliough eventu;illy diis gives itself away. 
However, when you feel you are done widi diese diings, accept, le^irn 
and laugh! Repeat as necessary and then get back to investigating tliose 
sensations. 
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3O.M0DELS OF THE Stages of Enlightenment * 

Before I discuss the various models, I should begin by saying that 
this is almost certainly die most easily misconstrued chapter in diis 
book. Furdier, if you fire a big fim of standard Buddhist dogma, I 
strongly recommend diat you stop reading tliis chapter now and skip to 
the conclusion of this book. Seriously, I'm about to get quite irreverent 
again, but in that irreverence are bits of wisdom that are hard to find so 
explicidy stated elsewhere, so dismiss this chapter at your peril. 

The temptation when diinking about enlightenment is to come up 
widi soniediing defined diat you can imagine, such as a state or finality 
of being, and dien fixate on diat ideal radier dian doing die practices 
that lead to freedom. It is absolutely guaranteed that anything you can 
imagine or define as being enlightenment is a limited and incorrect view, 
but these views are extremely tempting just the same and generally 
continue to be very seductive even through die middle stages of 
enlightenment. Every possible description of the potential effects of 
realization is likely to feed into tiiis unfortunate tendency. 

Thus, my distinct preference when practicing is to assume that 
enlightenment is completely impractical, produces no definable 
changes, and has nothing whatsoever to do with the scopes of the other 
trainings. This means that I take it as a working hypothesis tiiat it will 
not make me a better person in any way, create any beneficial mental 
qualities, produce any states of happiness or peace, and provide no 
additional clarity into any of the issues surrounding how to live my 
ordinary Ufe. I have experimented with adopting other views and found 
that they nearly always get in the way of my insight practices. 

A view so easily becomes sacred, and tiius die temptation is to not 
investigate die sensations tiiat nifike up tiioughts about tiiat view, but 
radier to imitate die ideal expressed in die content of tiiat view. This can 
seem like practice in fundamental insight, but it is not. I realize that I am 
not doing a good job of advertising enlightenment here, particularly 
following my descriptions of the Dark Night. Good point. My thesis is 
tiiat tiiose who must find it will, regardless of how it is advertised. As to 
die rest, well, what can be said? Am I doing a disser\'ice by not selling it 
like neai ly eveiyone else does? I don't tiiink so. If you want grand 
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advertisements f or enlightenment, tiiere is a great stinking mountain of it 
there for you partake of, so I hardly think that my bringing it down to 
earth is going to cause some harmful deficiency of gUtz in the great 
spiritual marketplace. 

Bill Hamilton had a lot of great one-liners, but my favorite 
concerned insight practices and tiieir fruits, of which he s^iid, "Highly 
recommended, can't tell you why." That is probably the safest and most 
accurate advertisement for enlightenment that I have ever heard. There 
was a famous old dead enlightened guy (whose name ironically eludes 
me at the moment), \vho \vas kno\vn to have said, "I ha\'e gained 
absolutely nothing through complete And unexcelled enlightenment." A 
friend of mine thinks it was the Buddha, and it may have been. 
Regardless, it is traditional to advertise enlightenment in the negative in 
the Buddhist tradition and many others, either stating what it is not or 
stating what is lost at each stage, but it is so very tempting to imagine that 
"freedom from suffering" will natur;illy translate in to a permanent state 
of mental happiness or peace, and tiiis can tempt one to tr^' to mimic 
tiiat idealized state. That would be a concentration practice. 

Having said all of tiiat, tire fact is tiiat tire models of tire stages of 
enlightenment are out there and available. Even when they are not 
expHcitiy mentioned, they have an obvious influence on how people 
describe realization. Thus, I have decided to try to \vork \vith them so 
tiiat they might be used in ways tliat are helpful rather than harmful. 
This is more difficult than it may initially sound. 

There are days I wish tire words for awakening didn't exist, tire 
models had never exited, and that the whole process was largely 
unknown to the ordinary person so that it would be less mythologized 
and aggrandized, tiius milking com ersations about it much more normal 
and less reaction-producing. I \vish we could start over, strip away all the 
strange cultural And mythical trappings, create simple, clear terms, and 
move on witii things. 

There are other days when I think that at least people know it might 
be possible, even if most of what has been said about it is pretty fantasy- 
based. My greatest drefmi is tiiat the current generation of enlightened 
teachers will go f;u- out of their way to correct the descripti\'e errors and 
false promises of the past and lay the groundwork for perpetuation of 
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these reforms despite tire economic and social pressures to do 
otherwise. One of the issues holding this back is that unfortunately only 
a few have gone far enough to see how the vast majority of the golden 
dre;uns of enlightenment do not hold up to realit}' testing. Anodier is 
drat putting one's self on an artificial pedestiil can be rewarding in many 
ways. One way or ;modier, tiie number of voices tiying to bring things 
back in line widr what can actually be done is small in compai ison to tire 
forces that want to make it into something grand and thus largely 
unattainable. 

Before I get too far into tiie details, I should explain that the nrost 
essenti;il principle I wish to drive honre is that THIS IS IT, nreaning 
that tills moment cont^iins tire truth. Any model tiiat tiies to drive a 
wedge between tire specifics of what is happening in your world right 
now and what awakening entails needs to be considered with great 
skepticism. With the simple exception of the fact of poorly perceiving 
the sensations occurring now and habitually coming up with the illusion 
of a separate, continuous individual, neaily all of the rest of the dreams 
aie problematic to some degree. This basic principle is essential to 
practice, as it focuses tilings on tire here and now, and also happens to 
be true. Back to the complexities... 

The mental models we use when on the spiritual path can have a 
profound effect on our journey and its outcome. Most spiritual 
practitioners have never really done a hard-hitting look at tiieir deepest 
beliefs about what "enlightenment" means or what tiiey imagine will be 
different when tiiey get enlightened. Many probably have subconscious 
ideals that may have come from sources as diverse as cartoons, TV 
shows (Kung Fu comes to mind), movies, legends, 60's gurus, popular 
music, popular niag;iziiies, ;uid other aspects of popular culture in 
general. More formal and tiaditioii;il sources include tiie ancient texts 
and ti aditions of Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, Sufisni, Kabb^ila 
(however you spell it), Christianity, Western Mystical Traditions 
(Alchemy, Theosophy, Golden Dawn related traditions, etc.), the 
ancient Greek mystery schools (including the fragmentary writings of 
those like Heraclites), and the iioii-;iligned or ambiguously ;iligned 
teachers such as Kabrr, KhaHl Gibran, J. Krishnamurti, and many 
others. 
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Modern fusion traditions, such as tire various new versions of 
Buddhism and other traditions that are present in the West, also have a 
wide range of explicit and implied ideals about awakening. Plenty of 
people also seem to t;il<.e tiieir own inborn higher ide;ils for themselves 
or others that have ;msen from sources hard to define and made these a 
p;u t of tiieir worldng if usually poorly-defined models of enlightenment. 
There is also a strong tradition in tire West of believing that 
enlightenment involves perfecting ourselves in some psychological 
sense, though this is also prominent in certain Eastern and traditional 
models as \vell in slightly different forms. 

Just about all of these sources contain some aspects that may at 
times be useful and other aspects tiiat at times may be useless or even 
send people in tire wrong direction. The number of contradictions tiiat 
can be found even within each specrtic tradition on the subject is much 
larger than I think most people imagine. For instance, those who 
attempt a systematic re\'ie\v of the dogmas of enlightenment within the 
Pali Canon will find themselves tangled in a mass of widely divergent 
doctiines, myths, stories and ide;ils, and this is only one ti adition. 

Thus, to take on tire subject of tire models of tire stages of 
enlightenment is a daunting task, but by breaking it dovm into simplified 
categories, some discussion of this wide mass of dogma and half-truth is 
possible. I will use both simple, broadly applicable models ^md Jilso 
discuss specific models that come from some of the traditions and try to 
relate tiiese to realit}'. In the end, relating them to reality is essentially 
the practice, and tiiat falls to you. 

I consider this attempt to be just one addition to an old tradition that 
attempts to reform the dogma and bring it back in line with verifiable 
truths, albeit one that is more specific and comprehensive than any that 
I have found. Eacli iie\v cufture, pface, time and situation seems to need 
to do tills again and again, as tiie forces within us and societ}' tiiat work 
to promote models tiiat are out of touch witii tiie ti utii of tilings are 
powerful and perennial, with money, power, fame, ideals of endless 
bliss and pleasure, the enticing power of the ideals of self-perfection and 
tiie pernicious inertia of tradition being chief among tiieiii. 

In tliat same vein, this cliapter is ver}' much a situation in which I 
claim a very liigh level of realization, write as if what I have achieved is 
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sufficient autliority to write a chapter such as tliis one, and tlien present 
it as if this is a definitive text on the subject, sufficient to contradict 
significant portions of 2,500 years of tradition and the teadiings and 
writings of countless previous and current commentators. While it is 
liai d from my current vantage point to not believe tliis to be ti ue, 
anyone widi sense will read this chapter witli appropriate skepticism, 
and this, as I see it, is one of die strengths of properly applied 
Buddhism and rational thought in general. The Buddha was forever 
asking people to not take his word at face value, but instead to do the 
experiment and see if they come to the same conclusions. I recommend 
the same. If you are able to achieve somediing beyond what I state is 
possible, more power to you, and please let me know how you did it! I 
would feel real regret if I thought drat diis work had hindered anyone 
from achieving their full human potential, and am always looking for 
practices and concepts that are useful. 

Here is a list of the basic categories of models that I use, though 
most traditions contain a mix of most or all of these. There are probably 
odier aspects of die dreams of enlightenment that I have f ailed to 
address, but diis list should cover most of die basic ones. I look at each 
of these as representing some axis of development, and basically all of 
them are good axes to work on regardless of what they have to do with 
enlightenment. That s;ud, from what I have already written, it will not be 
hard to pick out my favorites: 

1. Non-Dualit}' Models: those models having to do with eliminating or 
seeing through die sense diat diere is a fundamentally sepaiate or 
continuous center-point, agent, watcher, doer, perceiver, subject, 
observer or similar entity. 

2. Fund;miental Perceptual Models: those that have to do with direcdy 
perceiving fundamental aspects of things as they are, including 
perceiving emptiness, luminosity', inipernianence, suffering, and odier 
essential aspects of sensations regardless of what diose sensations are. 

3. Specific Perceptual Models: those that involve being able to perceive 
more and more, or all, of the specific sensations that make up 
experience \vitii greater and greater clarity at most or ;ill times, and 
usually iii\ oK e perfected, continuous, panoramic mindfulness or 
concentration at extremely high speed. 
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4. Emotional Models: tiiose tiiat have to do with perfecting or limiting 
the emotional range, usually involving eliminating things like desire, 
greed, hatred, confusion, delusion, and the Uke. 

5. Action Models: those that have to do with perfecting or limiting the 
things we can and c;m't do in tiie ordinaiy sense, usually relating to 
;ilways following some specific code of mor^ilit}' or performing ;ilti"uistic 
actions, or tiiat everytiiing we say or do will be tire exactiy right thing to 
have done in that situation. 

6. Powers Models: those that have to do with gaining in abilities, either 
ordinary or extraordinary (psychic powers). 

7. Energetic Models: tiiose that ha\'e to do witii having all the energy 
(Chi, Qi, Prjma, etc.) flowing through all tlie energ}' chimnels in tiie 
proper way, all the Chakras spinning in the proper direction, perfecting 
our aura, etc. 

8. Specific Knowledge Models: those that have to do with gaining 
conceptual knowledge of facts and details about the specifics of reality, 
as contrasted with the models that deal with perceiving fundamental 
aspects of reiilit\'. 

9. Psychological Models: tiiose tiiat have to do witii becoming 
psychologically perfected or eliminating psychological issues and 
problems, i.e. having no "stuff do deal with, no neuroses, no mental 
illnesses, perfect personalities, etc. 

10. Thought Models: those that have to do w ith either limiting \vhat 
tiioughts can be thought, enhancing w'liat tiioughts can be thought, or 
involve stopping tiie process of tiiinking entirely. 

11. God Models: those that involve perceiving or becoming one with 
God, or even becoming a God yourself. 

12. Physical Models: those that involve having or acciuiring a perfected, 
hyper-healthy or excellent physical body, such as having long earlobes, 
beautiful eyes, a yoga-butt, or super-fast fists of steel. 

13. Radiance Models: tiiose tiiat involve having a presence tiiat is 
remarkable in some way, such as being charismatic or radiating love, 
wisdom or even Hght. 

14. Karma Models: those that involve being free of the bnvs of reality or 
causes that make bad tilings to happen to people, and tiius living a 
blessed, protected, lucky, or disaster and iUness-free Ufe. 
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15. Perpetual Bliss Models: tliose models diat sa}' diat enlightenment 
involves a continuous state of happiness, bliss or joy, the coroUary of this 
being a state that is perpetually free from suffering. Related to this are 
models diat involve a perpetual state of jhanic or meditative absorption. 

16. Immortality' Modefs: those that involve living forever, usually in an 
amjizing place (Heaven, Nirvana, Pure Limd, etc.) or in an enhanced 
state of ability (Angels, Bodhisattvas, Sorcerers, etc.). 

17. Transcendence Models: those models that state that one will be free 
from or somehow above the travails of the world while yet being in the 
world, and thus live in a state of transcendence. 

18. Extinction Models: tliose that involve getting off of the Wheel of 
Suffering, die round of rebirths, etc. ;md thus never being reborn again 
or even ceasing to be at the moment of enlightenment, drat is, die great 
"Poofl" on the cushion, not to be confused with the more mundane 
atmospheric consequences of a legume-based diet, as anyone who as 
been on a vegetarian meditation retreat knows all too well. 

19. Love Models: those that involve us loving everyone and/or everyone 
loving us. 

20. Unitive Models: tliat you will become one widi everything in some 
sense. 

21. Social Models: that you will somehow be accepted for what you may 
have attained, diat you lia\'e attained something when people think you 
have, and variants on these themes. 

Like me, you have probably run into most or all of diese ideals of 
awakening in your spiritual quest and probably within yourself at some 
point in time, either consciously or unconsciously. Given all of these 
high ide;ils, it is not surprising that we find the task of aw;il<.eniiig 
daunting if not preposterous. Imagine yourself as the universally- 
accepted radiant immortal angel bodliisatt\'a bright-eyed yoga-butt- 
having all-loving one-witii-tiie-universe endlessly mindful perfectiy 
healthy emotionally perfected psychologically pure endlessly altruistic 
non-thinking desire-free psychic-superhero star-child of Hght, and then 
notice how tiiis image may be in some coiiti ast witii your current Ufe. If 
you are anything like me, you may notice a bit of a discrepancy! 
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I will take on each model, relate tliem to a few of tlie traditions, and 
try to make sense of where these ideals came from. I will also address 
which ones are realistic and which are just a bunch of beautiful dreams 
that c;m either help you identify areas to work on or really screw up 
your spiritual quest if you are not careful. You will note that none of 
diese models come from any formal tradition. In order to relate them to 
the traditions, here is a list of some models from Buddhism: 

1. The Four Path Model from the Theravada, which involves becoming 
a stream-enterer, second path, third path and then an arahat (however 
you spell it). 

2. The Five Padi Model from the Tibetans. 

3. The Ten BodhisatU a Bhumis from the Tibetans. 

4. The ideal of Buddhaliood from all tire Buddhist traditions. 

5. The Sudden and Gradual Awakening schools of Zen. 

There are other models from other traditions (e.g. St. John of the 
Cross' Ladder of Love), and I ha\ e ;ilready mentioned these in the 
section on the Progress of hisight. Fm not going to go into much detail 
about diem here, but when you ;u e familiiu^ with the models I am going 
to discuss you should be able to make some sense of diem. 

The Nox-Duality Model 

The Non-Dualit}' Model is widiout doubt my favorite of them all. It 
essenti;illy says diat the go;il is to stop a process of identification diat 
turns some patterns of sensations into a Doer, Perceiver, Center Point, 
Soul, Agent or Self in some very fundamental perceptual way. By seeing 
these sensations as they are the process can gradually be seen through 
until one day there ;u e no more sensations that trick the mind in this 
way. My fa\'orite cjuote that ;uticulates diis model is die one diat goes 
somediiiig like, "In die seeing just the seen, in die lieiuing just the 
heard, in die diinking just die diought," and thus I may repeat diis quote 
a few times just to make the point of how profound it is. Basically, there 
is just a field of sensations, as there was before, but now all of these 
sensations ;ire progressively just seen to be as they are, and all the 
sensations that we generally call "me" are just a part of this process. 

This model does not imply amtliing else, promises iiodiiiig related 
to any odier models except in some loose way the Fundamental 
Perception Model that I will talk about shortly. The Non-DuaHty Model 
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is tlie one of tlie most practical models for practice, in that it focuses on 
simply seeing tilings as they are right now. 

I will talk more about this model as we go, and have already talked 
about it often in a less direct way. I present it first to serve as a foil or 
counterpoint to all of die odier models, and it is the only model diat can 
withstand realit}' testing widiout qualification or difficult}'. All of die 
odier models may contain some degree of trudi somewhere in diem, 
either literally or poetically, but this one you can hang your hat on aU 
the way through. This awareness develops gradually with some sharp 
jumps along the \vay, leading to the endless debates about sudden and 
graduiil schools of awakening, a subject that will hopefully become more 
clear as we go, but probably deserves some mention here. 

The Sudden Schools of Awakening 
There are schools of a\vakening, particularly some Zen (Chan) 
tiaditions from China and Korea, and some interpretations of 
Hinduism, diough diis is not a complete list, diat say that aw;il<.ening 
happens in one big shift and diat's basically it, regardless of exacdy how 
you define "it". They deny the claims of the progressive schools 
(Theravada, Tibetans, some other strains of Zen, most schools of 
Sufisni, Qab;ila, other Western Traditions, etc.) that there is mappable 
territory before aw;il<.eiiiiig ;md diat there might be lots to do ;ifter 
stream eiitn' or whatever you want to call it. Possible explanations for 
diese schools include: 

1. There may be a few rare individuals that somehow manage to go 
straight to fuU awakening due to whatever interesting way they are 
\vired or practiced, though I have never met anyone who did this. 

2. There may be schools founded or influenced by people who got to 
die first stage of awfikening imd somehow never re;ilized diere could 
be anything more dian diat or got trapped in a lie about being fully 
awakened when they hadn't yet realized there was more to go and 
never retracted their initial, erroneous claim. 

3. There are people who just tiiought tiiat was the dogma somehow 
and stuck With it reg^uxlless of any issues of actually having insight. 

4. Other explanations I haven't thought of or run across. 
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Being as every single person I have ever known has followed a 
progressive path, including myself, it is very hard for me to believe the 
sudden claims except for keeping open the possibility that there may be 
die exceedingly r;ue practitioner \vho occasionally manages to pull this 
off and thus imagines based on their limited experience diat this is how 
it happens in gener;il. In short, if you m^mage to do diis, more power to 
you, and please let me know. Odierwise, I would bet on die gradual, 
progressive schools, and if you attain something that you are pretty 
impressed by, give it time to see how it holds up when the troubles of 
die world come knocking at your door over the months and years after 
that shift of perspective. 

The Fundamental Perception Models 
Related to the Non-DuaHty Model, and also useful for practice, are 
die Fundamental Perception Models. I say models here because \'arious 
traditions emphasize diff erent qualities of reality as being essential. For 
instance, die Tlieravada uses die Three Cli;u acteristics of 
Impernianence, Suffering and No-Self, as you already know well by this 
point. The Mahayana traditions (Tibetans in particular), may emphasize 
Shunyata or emptiness, and the Vajrayana traditions may emphasize 
luminosity' or the space-like meditative equipoise of Dzogclieii. They 
may ;ilso talk about Maha Ati, or express fundamental truths in some 
other way. 

These models may directiy state or imply that enlightenment 
involves continuously perceiving these aspects of things in all sensations 
at a conscious level, so that every waking instant we were flooded with 
the sense of impernianence or luminosity' or whatever as our dominant 
experience. While attempting to perceive tiiis at iill times is excellent 
practice advice, particularly when on retreat, were tiiese models tiue 
tiien realization would seem to involve flooding die consciousness of die 
individual with a ton of information at all times. While there may be 
moments or bursts of this sort of perception in enlightened individuals, 
this is not what finally happens. Instead, witii sti oiig a\vareness of how 
things are, a process of identification stops, die switch is tliroHii, as 
noted above in tiie Non-Dujility Models. By following die practice 
advice of die Fundamental Perception Models we may come to stop this 
process. 
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However, as the Buddha said, do not imagine tliat you must 
continue to carry the boat once you have crossed the river. While 
enlightened individuals can at a whim notice the true aspects of 
sensations, just as color is clear to a person with good eyesight (assuming 
they are not color-blind), so these things are clear to an enlightened 
being to v^uious degrees as they progress along the patii. That said, just 
because one can perceive sometiiing doesn't mean tiiat particular aspect 
is the dominant aspect of consciousness at all times. In short, the 
Fundamental Perception Models are very useful for practice, but do not 
quite accurately describe the final result. 

The Specific Perception Models 
Specific Perception Models essentially state or imply that an 
enlightened being will be constantiy hyper-aware of every single 
sensation that arises in their field of perception, including not just the 
ultimate aspects of tiie Fundamental Perception Models, but ;ilso every 
single littie detail of die content of those sensations, achieving at all 
times the perfected fusion of tire completely open and panoramic 
perspective of High Equanimity with the laser-like precision of the 
Arising and Passing Away at its height. It implies that rather than 
stopping a process, enlightenment is about becoming so ftmtastically 
alert that you see not only the true nature but also the specifics of each 
and eveiy sensation tiiat arises at ;ill times. This is not even close to what 
happens in reality. While enlightened beings will cycle tiirough tiiose 
stages, when mindfulness is low each of those stages will present in a low 
key way, and only for moments here and there will there be anything 
like that kind of awareness, though when enlightened beings are on 
retreat and/or really powering the mindfulness and concentration tiiey 
can tempor;mly achieve sometiiing tiiat resembles these high ideals. 

The Specific Perception Models are anotiier instance where practice 
instructions get turned into an ideal of what is supposed to happen in 
exactiy the same way as happens with the Fundamental Perception 
Models. They become one more example of carrying the boat after we 
have crossed tiie river. Again, mindfulness comes and goes, sleep comes 
and goes (though the Tibet^m teachings on dream yoga lu e veiy 
intriguing), concentration conies and goes, various perspectives and 
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perceptual tliresholds parade tlirough, and the cycles of tire nanas 
continue on and on. 

The ideals in this model and many models that follow it are 
sometimes used as a \veapon by those \vh() like to criticize those who 
rightly or \vrongly claim to be enlightened. Examples include, "Don't 
you remember when I s;ud (such ^md such)?", "Didn't you notice how I 
cleaned the batlrroom?", or "How could you have forgotten to pay the 
power bin?" The implication inherent in each of these is that 
enlightened being should have perfect awareness of all aspects of their 
sensate re^ilit}' as well as perfect memoiy of all of diose aspects. This 
ideal is unfortunately completely bogus. I so wanted to be a Sensation 
Perceiving Superstiu^ widi a photographic memoiy ;md have been sorely 
disappointed. As basically everyone out tliere has some aspect of diis 
model in their working definition of what "enlightenment" must be, 
these ideals can be a particular problem in relationships, particularly 
business relationships and romantic ones for those who are out of the 
closet about enlightenment. 

In diis basic vein, this brings up ;modier selling point of realistic, 
down-to-eardi, human models of what awakening brings. If you tell 
people you are enlightened and also promote very high, idealized, 
delusional, perfectionistic models of awakening, those who actually get 
to know well will realize how full of shit you ;u e, particukuly people 
such as spouses or partners, business associated, best friends and the 
like. Furdier, die more 3'ou get stuck tiding to be like the person you 
dream you are supposed to be radier dian who you are, die more you 
can get isolated in your false and pretentious fantasy land, locked away 
from the grounding, healing, and helpful reality testing that comes from 
community' ;md re;il, intimate human relationships. However, if the 
Specific Perceptual Models are a problem in diis way, you haven't seen 
anything until you get to the Emotional Models. 

The Emotional Models 
The Eniotioii;il Models m e so fundamental to the st;md;uxl ideals of 
awakening as to be nearly universal in their t\Tanny. You can't swing a 
dead cat in die Great Spiritu;il Marketplace widiout hitting tiieni. 
Almost every tradition seems to have gone out of its way to promote 
them in the most absurd and life-denying terms available, though there 
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have been attempts at reform also. I must give tlianks for tlie attempts, 
however ineffective, bizarre, mythologized, cryptic, and vague, that the 
Tibetan and Zen traditions have occasionaUy made in this regard, and 
mom their nearly perpetual failure to make tiiese issues clear. At least 
tiiey tried, whereas the Theravada basically has really not tried in any 
significant way in 2,500 years so far as I can teU. If I am wrong, please let 
me know. 

These emotional models basically claim that enlightenment involves 
some sort of emotional perfection, either gradually or suddenly, and 
usu;illy m;ike tiiese dreams tiie prim;uy criteria for tiieir models of 
awakening and often ignoring or sidelining issues relating to clear 
perception of tiie ti ue nature of phenomena. Usually these f ;mtasies 
involves elimination of tire "negative" emotions, paiticularly greed, 
hatred, anger, frustration, lust, jealousy, and sadness. At a more 
fundamental level, they promise the elimination of all forms of 
attraction and aversion. 

As I am sure you can already tell, I am no fan of these models of 
enlightenment. In fact, I consider tiieir creation and perpetuation to be 
basically evil in the good old "You Should Burn In Hell For 
Perpetuating Them" kind of way, though as guidelines for trying to be 
kind and behave well (training in morality) I find them of value. I know 
both what hints of truth they contain and also what a marketing ploy 
they are, and will attempt to niiike both aspects clear. This is not easy to 
do, and tiie dogma of tiie Eniotioii;il Models is so deeply ingriiined in us 
all tiiat shaking it can be the work of a lifetime even in enlightened 
beings. 

The practical application of making this distinction is based upon 
the fact tliat we will try to realize the model we consciously or 
unconsciously adopt. It is extremely tempting li ^ye buy into the limited 
emotional r;mge models to go fii ound imitating an emotionally limited 
state, repressing or ignoring aspects of our basic human nature. There 
are some benefits to repressing the manifestations of negative emotions 
while simultaneously being conscious and accepting of the fact that 
dif ficult emotions occur. However, if we repress them and also pretend 
tiiat tiiey don't exist, tliis sort of cultivated denial can also produce huge 
shadow sides and a lot of neurotic behavior. 
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A far more practical approach is to accept tliat we are human, try to 
be decent in a normal sort of way rather than in a grandiose spiritual 
way, and to assume that reducing and eliminating the illusion of the 
dualistic split is possible through doing basic insight practices. Reducing 
die sense of a split can provide more cbuit^', allowing us to be the 
hum;m beings that we are with more balance and less reactivity in the 
face of drat humanity. 

The Thei^w'ada Four Path Model 
The root of tiie problem in standard Buddhism comes to us from 
die Theravada Four Path Model. This is the origin;il model presented 
in the Pali Canon and tire oldest model we have to work widi. All die 
subsequent schools (Mahayana of various strains and the Vajrayana) 
react to it in their way but are still influenced by it even if they say they 
are not, so you need to luio\v it to understand die debate. 

Actually, the problems begfm long before in fmcient Hinduism 
(which had a huge impact on Buddhism, despite what some Buddhist 
win tell you) and probably before drat, but this is as good a place to start 
as any. I shouldn't blame ancient India for what is really a perennial 
human wish. Let's face it: we all want emotional perfection, as a large 
chunk of the pain felt in modern Hfe relates to people's emotions 
causing trouble. I will claim that not perceiving our emotions clearly is a 
far greater problem di;m die emotions tiiemselves, but I jmi cle;uly in 
the minority in this regard. As I stated in tlie chapter called Harnessing 
the Energy of the Defilements, there is a lot to be said for aspects of 
what we usually consider the bad emotions. It is important to realize that 
enipt\' compassion underlies ;ill our emotions, whether filtered through 
die illusion of du^ilit^' or otiierwise. 

The Theravada Four Path Model is a model involving four stages of 
awakening, namely First Patii or Stiefmi Entry (Pali: sotapanna). Second 
Path or Once Returner (sakadagami). Third Path or Never Returner 
(anagami) and finally Fourth Path, Holy One, Saint, or Conqueror ( 
arjiliat, arhat, araliant, or arliant, pick your favorite spelling). The terms 
Once Returner and Never Returner have to do with issues relating to 
die dogma tiiat tiiose who have att;iined to second patii cjmiiot be 
reborn more than once before attaining araliatship, and certainly not in 
the lower realms (hell realms, hungry ghost realms or animal realms), 
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and tliat tliose of tliird patli, if tliey do not attain to araliatsliip in tliis 
lifetime, will at worst be reborn into a heaven reakn where the 
conditions are optimal for achieving enlightenment. However, the core 
of the Theravada Four Path Model is the dogma that enlightenment 
involves progressively eUminating the Ten Defilements in the following 
manner. 

Stream Entry eliminates tiie first tiiree defilements: skeptical doubt, 
attachment to rites and rituals, and personality belief. Second Path 
attenuates the fourth and fifth defilements, usually translated as greed 
and hatred or more technically as attraction and aversion to everything 
that is not a jhanic state. Third Path is said to eliminate those same 
fourth and fiftii defilements however tianslated. Fourth Path, tliat of 
araliatship, eliminates the remaining five defilements of attachment to 
formed jhanas (the first four jhanas), attachment to the formless realms 
(the second four jhanas), restlessness and worry, "conceit" (in quotes 
because it is a bit hard to translate), and something called "the last veil of 
unknowing". 

It is iini)ortant to note tliat ar;iliats tiiat ;ii e said to have "eliminated 
conceit" (in limited emotional range terms) can appear absolutely 
arrogant and conceited, as well as restiess or worried, etc. That there is 
no fundamental suffering in them while this is going on is an utterly 
separate issue. That said, conceit in tiie conventional sense and die rest 
of life c;in cause all sorts of conventional suff ering for arahats just as it 
can for everyone else. While I am on the subject of conceit, perhaps I 
should take on tiie subject of tiie word "ego" in a more comprehensive 
way than I have done so far. 

The pop psychology meaning of the word "ego" is something Uke 
jurogance, pride, narcissism, and a failure to t;il<.e into account the 
feelings, rights and/or existence of others. This is also the definition that 
is tiie most commonly behind such niJiinstie^mi Buddhist statements as, 
"That action or statement that I really didn't like had a lot of 'ego' in it." 
I think that this definition of ego can sometimes be sHghtiy useful for 
training in morality if we are very kind to ourselves and those around us, 
but often it seems to me to be pop spiritualit\' turned into a weapon and 
a form of denial of someone else's difficulties, feeling and suffering. 
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Worse, people often take tliis definition, mix it in witli tlieir own 
insecurities and unfortunate fear of existing or asserting themselves in 
the conventional sense, and then take this neurotic mixture and use it to 
continue to flog themselves and those around them. Please don't do 
diis. It is misguided and will not help you or anyone. This pop 
psychology definition of ego iilso has nodiing to do widi enlightenment 
in die formal sense, and so don't bring it to mind when you read this 
chapter except to dismiss it. 

Another definition of ego is the formal psychological one put 
forwaixl by Freud. In this definition, ego is the moderator bet\veen die 
internjilized parent or police of the super-ego and the primal drives of 
die id, diose being hugely for reproduction ;uid suiviv;il. In tiiis sense, 
ego is an extremely good tiling and should be cultivated consciously and 
without restraint. This definition has to do with the more formal 
psychological concept of "ego strength," a strength that is very positive 
and necessaiy for die deep jmd often difficult personal growtli tiiat we 
all ^vlmt for ourselves. One of the explicit requirements for entering 
intensive psyclio;malysis is high ego sti engtii, tiie abilit\' to face one's 
reality and dark stuff without completely freaking out. Thus, eliminating 
this form of ego would be a disaster. 

For reasons completely beyond me, the word "ego" is also used in a 
high mystical sense to describe die elimination of the experienti;il 
illusion of there being a special ref erence point as described in the 
chapter on die Three Cli;uacteristics in the section on no-self. One who 
had eliminated tiiis form of ego, which is in tiiis case a useless illusion, 
might describe their experience in this way, "In this fuU field of 
experience or manifestation, there seems to be no special or permanent 
spot that is observing, controlling, sep^u ated from, or subject to any 
other point or aspect of the rest of this causal field of experience or 
manifestation." 

This is die experience and realization of tiie araliat. Notice tiiat tiiis 
definition of ego seems to have nothing whatsoever with the other 
definitions of ego. This is exactiy the point, and so I strongly advocate 
never using die word ego in die context of describing realization or the 
goal of the spiritual life, or at least not doing so without extensive 
explanation of this particularly special and unconmion usage of the 
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term. Those who do otlienvise continue to cause an astounding amount 
of unrealistic, disempowering and life denying tiiinking in mainstream 
Buddhists. It is my sincere wish that the misuse of the word ego and its 
associated negative side effects stop immediately and forever. Back to 
the models... 

As the Theravada Four Patii Model explicitly states tiiat realization 
is all about eliminating greed, hatred, restiessness, worry, etc., this is as 
expHcidy a limited emotional range model, and, as expected, deserves 
some serious skepticism. In fact, this is a good time to go into what I 
love and despise about die Thera\ ada. I absolutely love their emphasis 
on die Three Characteristics, love tire astounding power of their 
techniciues and am grateful beyond words for tiie maps tiiey provided 
me for tire territory before stream entry, however incomplete and 
idealized. I am profoundly grateful, at times to the point of tears, and I 
mean that, for the monasteries I got to sit in, for their preservation of 
that which is true and useful in Buddhism for 2,,500 years, and for the 
chance to have sat with real, enlightened teachers because of their 
persever;mce and work. 

And yet, tiieir maps of enlightenment still contain a hefty helping of 
scary market-driven propaganda and so much garbage that is life- 
denying, dangerously out of touch with what happens, and an 
impediment to practice for millions of people. Thattiie enlightened 
lineage holders of tiie modern Theravada and their ex-monk Western 
counterparts don't have tiie bjills to stand up ;md say, "W e are deeply 
sorry tiiat for 2,500 years our predecessors perpetuated tiiis craziness to 
put food in their bowls and fool ignorant peasants so that they might be 
supported in their other useful work, and we vow to do better!" is a 
cr\'ing shame. 

They are chained to the texts, myths and the ancient lies, seemingly 
doomed to indoctrinate and brainwash generation after generation of 
monks, practitioners and devoted followers witii tiieir delicious poison. 
What a freakish paradox that the meditative techniques and 
technologies that I consider among the most powerful and direct ever 
created should come from a tradition \vliose models of awakening 
contain some of the worst bullshit of them Al. I have sat with numerous 
arahats who were monks or former monks who just couldn't seem to 
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overcome tlieir indoctrination and so when giving dharma talks would 
habitually mix in the crap with the gold when it was obvious they knew 
better. 

I have at times dreamed that all the teachers Irom all the lineages 
would get togedier in secret, come up With a plan to jointly get 
diemselves out of die ti ap, and in a big fbrm;il ceremony present die 
truth as a new beginning, like a mass intervention, like a family gathering 
around an alcoholic to try to force them to reform their ways. None of 
them on their own seem to be fully able to take the heat, as each one 
that steps out of line in a direct fashion tends to get blasted, though 
there are exceptions, such as Jack Koriifield's Af ter die Ecstas\ . the 
LauiidiT . Thus, I diink they should all tiy to do it togedier, with Zen 
Masters, Lamas, Rinpoclies, Tulkus, Sayadaws, Acliaans, and dieir 
Western counterparts all standing side by side saying, "Enough is 
enough! We are declaring a new era of honest, open, realistic dharma 
teaching, free from sectarian fighting, free from preposterous models of 
awfikening, and free from denial of humanity!" Enough of my ranting, 
back to die models... 

I have no major beef widi dieir description of stream entry. It does 
make people realize somewhat that rites and rituals are not the primary 
reason that they got enlightened, though I know of a number of 
practitioners tiiat got enlightened witii die help of techniques that were 
ver}' ritualistic imd continue to include rituiils of various sorts in their 
practice, and why not. Stream entry does counter in some semi- 
intellectual way die sense tiiat tiiere is a permanent, separate self, though 
exactiy how they know this is much more vague and mysterious to them 
than at the higher stages of awakening, though it beats the pants of any 
understanding of this that is pre-stre;uii entiy. 

Eurdier, tiiey luiow tiiat aw;il<.ening is possible and can be done in 
tills lifetime, assuming tiiey luiow tiiey ;ue awakened in the first place, 
which strangely not all enlightened beings do. Those persons tiiat 
encounter these understanding outside of established traditions may fail 
to recognize that what they have understood is called awakening and 
otiier names. Regardless, stream entry is knc^vn as the opening of tiie 
Dharma Eye, as contrasted with the Wisdom Eye of arahatship. These 
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are simply poetic metaphors for some aspects of clearly perceiving 
things. 

My real problem with the Theravada Four Path Model comes as 
soon as it starts talking about second path, i.e. the attenuation of greed 
and hatred or attraction and aversion, and by tlie time it promises 
eliminating these in tlieir ordinaiy forms as they say occurs in diird path, 
I think that serious criticjue of dieir language and dogma is called for. 
What they are attempting to say is that the sense of the observer, center 
point, continuous and separate subject, watcher or however you want to 
describe the sense that there is some Self at the center of all tiiis stuff 
that so compelling seems to divided into Self and Other is, in fact, just a 
bunch of sensations. When tiiese begin to be perceived as diey are, the 
sense of how special tire center point is begins to lose its grip on 
perception, which begins to become wider, more inclusive, and more 
even in its basic treatment of phenomena. Thus, as there doesn't seem 
to be so much of a tliis side and a that side, attempts to get away from 
tiiat side when it is bad, get to that side \vhen it is good, or just tune out 
to tiie whole thing when it is boring diminish at some basic perceptual 
level, and so tire system functions better as it is better at realistically 
interpreting the information coming into it. 

This is a very tough thing to talk about, and certainly doesn't sell as 
well as saying, "Do these tilings, and you will be free from Jill negati\'e 
emotions," or worse, "We did these things ;md so ;ue free from ;ill 
negative emotions, ^md so you should worship us, give us donations, 
support our center, buy our books, give over power to us, tiiink of us as 
very special or amazing, stand in awe of us, sleep witii us, allow us to act 
like raving nutcases, etc." I think you get the picture. Thus, what 
happens in reality is that segments of the process of making specific 
categories and patterns of the causal, seiisate field into a separate "self 
is reduced and tiieii stops. However, many of tiie traditions advertise 
eliminating negative emotions and tiie sensations of craving or aversion. 
The two couldn't be more different, and yet they are described as being 
the same. 

A Revised Four Path Model 
Here is my revised version of the Four Path Model, and tiiis is tiie 
primary model I use when describing awakening, talking about my 
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practice, and helping otliers practice. I tliink that using tire original 
terminology and revising its definitions allows a lot of good material in 
the Pali Canon to be used, thus provides a link to previously done work. 
Ho\ve\'er, I realize that using terminology that ;ilready has such deep 
cultural and dogmatic resonance may be a problem. For tiiose who want 
sometiiing new, I will shordy present a rephrasing of this model that I 
call the Simple Model. 

In the Revised Four Path Model, Stream Enterers have discovered 
the complete discontinuity that is called Fruition and sometimes called 
Nin ana or Nibbana (Sansluit vs. Pali). This is the first of two meanings 
of Nin ima, with the other being Fourth Path. Stream enterers cycle 
tiirough tiie nanas, luiow that awakening or some different 
understanding from tire norm is possible, and yet tiiey do not have all 
that different an experience of most sensations from those who are not 
yet stream enterers. They may correctiy extrapolate a lot of good 
(lharma insights from momentary experiences, particubu ly high up in 
High Eciu^mimit}' ;md the three moments before a Fruition, but this is 
not die same as living tiiere all the time. In fact, most stieam enterers 
have a very hard time describing how tilings have changed in terms of 
their daily life except that they cycle and can understand the dharma in 
ways they never could before. 

Those of Second Path have mm' completed a new insight cycle. 
They underst^md tiie process by \vhich enlightened beings make further 
progress ^md equate progress with further cycles of insight, which is 
partially true. More model-obsessed or intellectual practitioners at 
second path may get very into fractal models, consciousness models, 
enlightenment models, various integrative theories, and that sort of thing 
at this stage of practice. Psychological issues tend to be a bit more of a 
big deal during tiiis phase, and psychological development become 
interesting to tiiem in some way. By tiiis point most people, tiiough 
certainly not everyone, also have a pretty good understanding of the 
basics of the samatha jhanas, and these can be very fascinating. What 
they may be most bothered by is that cycle after cycle of practice, duality 
remiiins the predominant experience most of the time. 

Those of Third Patii have shifted their understanding of what 
progress is from those of Second Path, and have begun to see that it is 
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about perceiving the emptiness, selflessness, impermanence, luminosity 
etc. of sensations in daily life and begin to see that they have the ability 
to do this. This can be a long, developmental process from the first time 
they notice this to it becoming a nearly complete experience. Thus, 
Third Path tends to be a long path, tiiough it doesn't have to be. 

At die beginning of Third Path, most practitioners tiiink: 'Til just 
complete more cycles of insight, like I did before, and tiiis will do tire 
trick." They don't tend to understand what it is they have attained all 
that well yet, nor its deeper implications. By the mature stage of Third 
Path, which can take months to years to show up, die practitioner is 
more and more able to see the emptiness, selfless, centerlessness, 
luminosity', etc. of phenomena in re;il-time, so much so that it can be 
very difficult to notice what artificial perceptual dualities remain. 

As they cycle, they will enter new territory, possibly causing some 
uncertainty or instability, and with each Review phase they tend to really 
feel tiiat they have done it until tiiey begin to notice the limits of their 
practice. There can be this nagging something in tiie background that 
tilings aren't done, and yet figiiring out exactiy what the problem is can 
be ver}' slippery. It is a bit like being in tire stages before stream entry, 
trying to figure out what exactiy needs to be done. They need to notice 
something that has nothing to do with the cycles, to finally untangle the 
knot of perception at its core, but doing this can be a real trick. It is a 
ven' strange place, as one seems to know the dli;miia all the way to the 
end and yet somehow it just isn't (juite enough. In tiiat vein, it is 
interesting to note tiiat I wrote tiie vast majority' of tiiis book while I was 
some sort of anagami, and on reflection I got just about everything right. 
My emphases are sHghtiy different now, but the basics are all the same. 

As things progress, anag;miis begin to tire of the cycles to a small or 
large degree And begin to look to something outside of tiieni or not 
related to them for the ;mswer to the fin;il ciuestion. Fiii;illy, the cycles of 
insight, tiie states of concentration, tiie powers, and all tiie otiier perks 
and prerogatives of their stage of awakening or concentration abilities (if 
they developed them) hold no appeal and only lead to more 
unsatisfying cycles. 

I completed around 27 full, complete insight cycles with mind- 
blowing A&P Events, Ass-kicking Dark Nights, Equanimity phases, and 
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what seemed to be brand new, fresh Fruitions and Review phases 
between third and fourth path. There is nothing special about that 
number, both because it is just a guess and because of the reasons I 
stated when describing the phenomena of Twelfth Path. The later cycles 
got faster and faster, so diat by tlie end it seemed I was whipping one 
out every few weeks or even every few days, but they still seemed to be 
leading nowhere. 

It was only when I had gotten so sick of the cycles and realized that 
they were leading nowhere that I was able to see what has nothing to do 
with the cycles, which Jilso \vasn't anything except a strange untangling of 
the luiot of perception of tliem. The cycles, for better or worse, have 
continued just the s;mie. Thus, diere is not much point in counting 
cycles or patlis, as tliey don't necessarily correlate well witli anything past 
the first two or three, and issues of backsliding can really make things 
complex, as I explained earlier. 

Finishing up my Revised Four Path Model, arahats have finally 
untangled the luiot of perception, dissoK ed the sense of die center point 
actually being die center point, no longer fundament;illy nuike a 
separate Self out of die patterns of sensations tliat tiiey used to, even 
though those same patterns of sensations continue. This is a different 
understanding from those of Third Path in some subtie way, and makes 
this path about something tiiat is beyond the paths. This is Jilso 
poetically called tiie opening of the Wisdom Eye. What is interesting is 
tiiat I could wite about tiiis stage ([uite well when I was an anag;uiii, but 
that is a whole different world from knowing it like araliats know it. 

The Wisdom Eye may seem to bUnk initially. It may go tiirough 
cycles of flashing open just after a Fruition and then slowly fading over a 
few hours (at least on retreat) as each round of physical sensations, then 
mental sensations, then complex emotional formations, tiieii lastiy 
fundimieiit;il formations such as inciuiiy itself move tiirough and 
become integrated into tiiis new, correct and direct perception of reality 
as it is. Review cycles may occur many times during each flash, but when 
the eye is open they seem rather irrelevant in comparison to keeping the 
level of chuit)' and accept;mce high enough to keep tiie eye open. When 
die eye fades imd the knot of perception seems to retie itself, the 
familiar insight cycles may seem like pure drudgery, with the focus 
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drifting back to getting lost in tiie cycles and tiien gradually shifting again 
to getting clear enough to get the eye to open again. The themes that 
occupy center stage go through a cycle that is very much like a progress 
cycle. 

Fin;illy, tiie Wisdom Eye cycles ;md insight cycles all converge, and 
tire tiling stays open Irom then on, which is to say tiiat at tiiat point it all 
seems the same whetiier or not tire eye is open, which it actually was. 
That being seen, nothing can erode or disturb the centerlessness of 
perspective. Done is what is to be done, and Hfe goes on. That there are 
ai ahats who have opened tiie Wisdom Eye but had it fade and tiiose 
who have opened it and had it stay open is rarely mentioned but worth 
knowing. 

For the araliat who has kept tiie tiling open, tiiere is notiiing more to 
be gained on the ultimate front from insight practices, as "done is what 
is to be done". That said, insight practices can still be of great benefit to 
them for a \vhole host of reasons, there is a ton they can learn just like 
everyone else about eventliiiig else there is to learn. They can grow, 
develop, change, work and p;u ticipate in tiiis sti ange human drama just 
like everyone else. Practicing being mindful and tiie rest still helps. They 
also cycle through the stages of insight, as with everyone above stream 
entry, so doing insight practices can move those cycles along. 

A Simple Model 

In earlier versions of tiiis work, I had a model called The Heart 
Sutra Model. The Simple Model is the less mysterious, stripped down 
version of that earlier model, though in its essence it is the same. While 
in one sense it is also rephrasing of tiie Revised Four Patii Model, as it 
has no numbers, and is free of the traditional names, it has some 
advantages over that terminology'. 

I present tiiis somewhat novel model here because it focuses on real 
insight directiy and treats any emotional benefits of this as side effects. 
Further, there are often too many cycles of insight before arahatship, 
making the Four Path model troublesome. This phenomena of too 
many cycles (which I will sometimes call "paths" witii a lowercase "p") 
between each of tiie Four Patiis gets worse as one works tow^uxls fiiuil 
awakening. As Bill Hamilton put it, and I have learned tiie hard way, 
"The arahat fractal is vast." 
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The Simple Model does not reinforce fascination witli content, nor 
with life denying ideals or Umited emotional range models in the way 
that the traditional Four Path Model often does. It does not tempt one 
to count paths. It keeps die focus on precise inquiry into the truth and 
one's experience of it or lack thereof 

This model hasic^illy says that enlightenment is ahout direct insight 
that progressively reveals sometiiing different in the relationship to the 
field of experience and gradually allows things in it to be held in their 
proper proportion. Thus, it is a Non-Duality Model. 

The first underst;mding is that sensations ;u e sensations, thoughts 
are tiioughts, and this forms tiie basis of furtiier inquiry. When the 
universal ch^u acteristics of these sensations begin to be seen, this 
represents growtii in understanding. When tire whole sense field is 
known direcfly and completely as it is, this can cause an entrance into 
Fruition through one of the Three Doors, and represents the first stage 
of a\vakening. 

When one appreciates tiie cycles of the process of aw;il<.ening and 
has completed at least one more new progress cycle, tiiis is tlie next 
stage. When one begins to appreciate tire emptiness, luminosity, 
centerlessness, agentiessness, etc. of phenomena in real-time and this 
becomes the focus of practice rather than Fruition, this is the next stage. 
When the sense of die watcher, obsen er, subject, controller, doer, etc. 
is seen completely as it is imd the luiot of perception untangles, that 
simple, fundamental way of perceiving tilings is tiie next stage of 
awakening. When tiiat untangling stays untangled, tiiat is tiie next stage. 
As that understanding is integrated into our lives, that is the next phase, 
though it is more an ongoing process than a stage. 

The problem is that the traditions seem to w;mt to make this 
understanding into so much more tii;m it is, such as add idefils of 
eniotioii;il perfection onto tiiis. There is some tiutli in tiie models 
dealing with emotions, but it has to do with tilings moving tiirough faster 
and being seen more clearly. It does not have anything to do with bad 
emotions not arising. I hate to even go here, as my goal is to give the 
emotional models tiie bashing they richly deserve, but I also want to not 
throw the baby out with the bathwater. Thus, here it goes. 
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As tlie deep-seated perceptual sense of a separate, continuous, 
permanent, observing Agent stops being extrapolated from the same old 
patterns of sensations that seemed to be those, there is this wider 
inclusi\'e something that can come into die consciousness of the 
enlightened individual, depending on their lex el of awjikening. There is 
also a slowly growing directness of perception diat comes as re;ilit\' is not 
filtered so exclusively through diought. These two can combine to give 
the emotions of enlightened beings less sticking power, so that they may 
move through more quickly than for those that are not enlightened, and 
also may be seen more ([uickly and clearly as they arise and v;mish. 
There may also be less blind contraction into thoughts and emotions 
and a wider perspecti\'e, thus giving die other p;uts of die briiiii more of 
a chance of creating moderated responses to tlie emotions. That said, 
even when seen through, there seems to be a biological component to 
how emotions move through that can only be expedited so much. 

Anyone who thinks these highly ([ualilied statements are aii>tliiiig 
like a \'ision of emotional perfection or die elimination of all negative 
emotions is not paying attention! That is die last tiling I wish to imply. I 
merely wish to say that there is some increased clarity about our basic 
human experience and it can help, but that is all. That said, you would 
be amazed how angry, lustful or ignorant enlightened beings can be, and 
they can still do all sorts of stupid things based on these emotions, just 
like ever^'one else. The ability' to moderate responses to emotions can 
sometimes give tiie impression that tiiose emotions have been 
attenuated, but tiiat is not tiie same thing, and tiiere is my nice transition 
to the Action Models. 

The Action Models 
The Action Models tend to involve cert;iin actions tiiat enlightened 
beings cannot commit or certain actions tiiey must commit. Botii types 
of models are completely ridiculous, and so we come now to the first of 
the models that simply has no basis in reality. The traditional Theravada 
models contain numerous statements about what enlightened being 
cannot do or will do that are simply \vrong. My favorite examples of this 
iiisanit\' include statements tiiat ai ;iliats c;miiot brejik tiie precepts 
(including kiUing, lying, stealing, ha\ing sex, doing drugs or drinking), 
cannot have erections, cannot have jobs, cannot be married, and cannot 
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say they are araliats. They also state tliat unordained arahats must/will 
join the Theravada monastic order within 7 days of their realization or 
they will die. Needless to say, aU are simply absurd Hes, lies that have 
unfortunately often been perpetuated by ai ahats. 

There is also anodier more subtle and seductive view, and this is 
diat enlightened being somehow will act in a way diat is better or higher, 
though they won't define what diose actions might be or what actions 
they might avoid. I consider this view very dangerous. While I wish to 
promote the shift in perception that I call awakening and other names, I 
don't want to make out that somehc^v this \vill save anyone from stupid 
actions or make them somehow always Imow how to do tiie right tiring 
or avoid screwing up. Such views jue a setup for massive badness and 
huge shadow sides, as anyone who has spent enough time in a spiritual 
community knows all too well. As Zen says, "The bigger the front, the 
bigger the back." 

The list of highly enlightened individuals \vho have bitten the 
pro\'erbi;d dust by putting themselves up on high, screwing up and then 
being exposed as actually being hum;m is rem;ukably long, ;md tiie list 
of spiritual aspirants who have failed to draw tire proper conclusions 
about reality from the failures of the enlightened is even longer. There 
are many schools of thought on this issue, and I wiU give them formal 
names here, though in realit)' they don't think of themselves this way. 

The Halfivay Up tiie Mountiiin School essentially belie\'es, "Those 
who screwed up and caused a scfmdal were only p;ut way up tire 
mountain, only partially enlightened, as anyone who was really 
enlightened couldn't possibly have done those terrible things." While 
clearly some were only partially enlightened, or perhaps not enlightened 
at all in the technic;il sense, a number of those who screwed up clearly 
kne\v ultimate reality inside and out, and so this model misses many 
important points. 

There is tire Crazy Wisdom School tirat believes, "Enlightened 
beings transcend ordinary reality and with it ordinary morality, so that 
they are the natural manifestation of a Wisdom that seems crazy to us 
foolish mortals but is really a higher teaching in disguise!" While not 
entirely absurd, as there are many cultural aspects and societal rules that 
can seem a bit childish, artificial, unnecessary, unhelpful or naive in the 
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face of realization, tiie Crazy Wisdom School provides too eas}' an 
excuse for plenty of behavior that has been and is just plain bad, 
irresponsible, stupid and needlessly destructive. 

Then there is my school, for which I don't have a catchy name, and 
it promotes tiie view tiiat, "Enlightened beings are human, and 
unfortunately humans, enlightened or otiienvise, all screw up 
sometimes. There is notiiing special or profound about this." In short, 
my school categorically rejects the specific Hsts and dogmas of the 
traditional Action Models in all forms, from the preposterous Hsts of the 
Theravada to the subtie sense that enlightened beings somehow are 
guaranteed to perpetually act in "enlightened" ways, whatever those are. 

That sjiid, tiie ability' to see tilings as they ;u e does ;illow for the 
possibility of more moderated responses to situations and emotions, as 
stated earlier. That is a very different sort of a concept from coming up 
with a list of things that enlightened being never would or could do, and 
it certainly doesn't mean they will necessarily act the \vay we tiiink they 
will. Further, while tiiis is not an exhaustive Hst, the behavior of any 
being is ;ilways affected by the following: 

1 . The standard laws of tiie natural world 

2. The limits of their level of realization 

3. The ingrained habits of the realized individual, including their 
personiilit}' cjuirks and "stuff 

4. The residue of tiie shadow sides of tiie techniques and traditions 
tiiey used to attain their understanding (don't underestimate tiiese!) 

5. The fact tiiat mindfulness waxes and wanes (at least in araliats and 
below and in all realistic definitions of buddhas) 

6. The fact that confusion and stupidity can stiU occur exactiy as before 

7. The limits of the relative knowledge and experiences of the realized 
individujil 

8. The psychological and physiological issues that apply to the brain 
and body of tiie realized individual 

9. Their cultural upbringing and the relative mores created by it. 
You will notice that this is quite a realistic and long Hst. Thus, the 
dogmas of tiie standard action models, while containing a few grains of 
truth, are simply wildly inaccurate, and generaUy represent some of the 
worst of the models of euHghtenment. 
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A closely related issue is tlie tensions between the "technically 
enlightened" models and the Umited possible action models. There are 
schools of thought that say, "One enlightened action and one is a 
Buddha, one deluded action and one is an ordin;uy hum;m being." 
These have dieir \ alue Irom a certain beha\'i()ral point of \'ie\v, and can 
ser\'e as a valuable reminder to all that convention;d mor;ilit\' tends to be 
an extremely good idea most of tire time. I, for one, think that everyone, 
regardless of purported realizations or a lack thereof, should be held to 
a high and fairly traditional moral standard, though in some human, just, 
and forgiving way. However, teachings based on some ;u"bitrary ideal 
called "enlightened action" c;m begin to diminish the importance of 
direct realization of die ti udi of diings and reinforce the mydiical 
garbage of die limited possible action models of realization. 

There are people who are "technically" unenlightened (meaning 
that they have never completed even one progress of insight or attained 
to any direct uiiderst;uidiiig of emptiness or non-dualit} ) who 
nonedieless li\'e lives that \vould be considered unremittingly saindy by 
even die veiy highest st;uidards. I have been fortunate enough to have 
met a few of diese people and continue to stand in awe of diem. Just so, 
there are those who are "technically" very highly enlightened, perhaps 
even arahats or buddhas, who nonetheless can appear exceedingly 
ordinaiy, seem to be of distinctly (juestionable moral virtue, or even 
sometimes be do\wiright debauched and outrageous. I have met a good 
number of tiiese also. 

While die failure of die limited or enlightened actions models and 
limited emotional models is a huge disappointment from one point of 
view, it also means that there is hope for the rest of us. Our Hves are it, 
our emotions are it, our habits are it, our limitations are it, our neuroses 
are it, our issues are it. And our shadow sides are it. How can we attain 
understanding if we do not see clearly into re;dit}' as it is? How c^m we 
see clearly into reality as it is if we spend most of our time thinking that 
it isn't good enough to even examine clearly? 

The P()\\i:r Models 
On a rather different t;uigeiit, enlightened beings lu e often believed 
to have various kinds of powers, typically extraordinary ones, and tiius 
we have the Power Models. The converse of this is the belief that 
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people who have extraordinaiy powers might be or must be 
enlightened. However, the relationship between the powers and 
fundamental insight are sUm, though not non-existent. Psychic powers 
come out of samatha or concentiation practices, p;u"ticul;uly die fourth 
samatha jhana, diough diey also may arise in die stages of the yVi ising 
and Passing Away, High Equ;miniity, And sometimes in otiier stages and 
states as well. Some people just seem to have them regardless of dieir 
concentration or insight abilities. If you didn't read the section on the 
Psychic Powers in the chapter on the Samatha Jhanas, please do so now. 

Note, nearly all of the states and stages where die powers arise can 
be attained by beings who have not yet reached die first stage of 
awakening, and so we c;m see that diere is no cle;u- connection between 
nearly all of the powers and awakening. The short-list of powers diat are 
the exclusive domain of the enlightened are attaining to Fruitions, 
attaining Nirodha Samapatti (a deep state described in the Appendix), 
and being able to talk about the dliarma from their own direct 
experience of it. There are some other things to be s;iid about how the 
stages of realization make a few odier tilings aviiilable, but tiiis is a 
subtie, complex topic that I may take on at some later time. 

It is true that along the way to awakening it is hard to avoid chancing 
into aU sorts of experiences that are described in the standard Hsts of the 
powers, and it is also much easier to de\'elop die samatha jhanas when 
you are in the Review phase of a padi tiian it is if you are not 
enlightened. However, developing tiiose into powers that c;ui be 
attained again and again is a completely different matter and stiU 
unrelated to enlightenment except on this one front: there is something 
about the direct perception of the interconnection of things that does 
lend a certain something to utilization and development of the powers. 
Thus, we see some hint of why tiiere are these models of awakening. 
However, as stated above, tiiese are associations and notiiing more. In 
summary, just because someone has powers doesn't mean they are 
enlightened, and just because someone is enlightened doesn't mean 
they win have any psychic powers that are not directiy related to their 
clear perception of things. 
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The Tibetan Ten Bhumi Model 
This is probably a good time to introduce the Tibetan Ten 
Bodhisattva Bhumi Model. The word "bhumi" mean ground, or 
something like level. It is a model of progressive stages of enlightenment 
that gets very different emphases depending on die audior, but one of 
diose emphases has to do widi powers and how many duplicates of 
one's self one can manifest psychically. I actually like the Bhumi model, 
as other takes on it have to do with giving up the notion of personal 
territory and realizing shunyata or emptiness and deeply integrating that 
into our perception, paradigm, practice, ^md person^ilit)'. It is a model 
that addresses many fronts, only one of which unfortunately is the 
powers. 

The details of die Ten Bhumi Model can be found in various 
Mahayana texts, such as "The Large Sutra on Perfect Wisdom" and 
"The Jewel Ornament of Liberation". Chogyam Trungpa gives a nice 
description of it in The M\ tli of Freedom . Some texts also list other 
numbers of bliumis, such as 7 or 13, but they ;ill sli;ue similar elements. 
I do not consider myself ;m expert on diis model, diougli I do 
understand the territory it covers. It is a very complex model diat 
ascribes a vride range of exceedingly high and complex criteria involving 
emotions, paradigms, concentration abilities, perceptions, psychic 
powers imd a whole host of otiier aspects to tiiose of each stage. Thus, 
from my point of \ie\v, it is fraught widi problems and assumes 
simultaneous, synchronized development on numerous ;ixes, a notion I 
consider a bit naive and idealized. However, like most of die teachings, 
it contains some very interesting points made in what I consider very 
unfortunate ways. Thus, I recommend you check it out cum grano saJis, 
particularly if you want to understand Tibetan texts or do practices in 
that ti adition. 

Lining die model of tiie Bliumis up witii the Four Patiis ;ilso 
involves some controversy. That die first bhumi is stream entry is 
straightforward. Beyond that, things get difficult At points I have Hned 
anagamihood up with anywhere from the 4* to the 7* bhumis and 
arahatship with anywhere from die 6"' to 1 0"' bliumis. These are not 
perfect correlations, and if you spend some time reading about the 
model you wiU see why. I reconmiend that you check out the sources 
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listed above if you are interested in f'urtlier information about tire 
Bhumis. 

The biggest problem with this model is that it delineates the number 
of duplicates of one's self that one should be able to manifest as 
bodhisatU'as at each bhumi, and as die bhumis progress the numbers 
quickly get so huge as to be absurd. Why some whackjob included diis 
bizarre ideal of many-fold bi-location in die model I have no idea, but 
somehow no Tibetan since has had the balls to throw it out, and so a 
thousand years later they are still stuck with it. Aside from these 
problems, die texts that describe the bhumis ni^ikes for very interesting 
reading, particularly in the middle stages of enlightenment. 

The Tibetan Five Path Model 

While I am on the subject of the Tibetan Models, I will present the 
Tibetjui Five Patii Model. In this model, the details of \vliicli can be 
found in v;uious places, such as Klienpo Kardiar Rinpoclie's book 
Dliarma Padis on Snow Lion. As tiiat book does such a good job of 
explaining the dogma and is not expensive, I will give only a brief 
treatment of that model here. 

First Path covers the territory from just beginning through the 
Arising and Passing Away, and is called the Path of Accumulation. In 
die territoiy of First Padi, one acciniiulates direct insight into the true 
nature of sensations by direct investigation of inipernianence ;md the 
selfless nature of phenomena, as one does in die first four nanas. 

Second Path, that of Unification, encompasses the territory from the 
Arising and Passing Away, through the Dark Night, to High Equanimity 
and the first taste of Stream Eiitiy. These ;ue perfect correlations also, 
and thus lia\'e already been described. Third Path is the Path of Seeing, 
and encompasses Stie^mi Eiitiy, and tiien begins die Fourtii Path, that 
of Meditation, which encompasses die rest of die Ten Bhumis. Third 
Path is described as a plane taking off, and Fourth Path as it flying 
higher and higher. Fiftii Path is that of Buddhahood. As you can see, 
the Five Path Model does not really add an\tliiiig to the other models, 
but luiowing it will help you underst;uid the correlations between the 
terniinolog}' when you lu e tiying to cross over between die writings and 
oral teachings of various traditions. Back to the generic models... 



291 



Models of the Stages of Enlightenment 

The Energetic Models 

In nearly the same vein as the Power Models are the Energetic 
Models. They tend to involve ideals that imply that enlightened beings 
will have all their energ}' channels cle;u , their chakras or energ}' centers 
;ill tlie right shape and color and all spinning in the correct direction, 
dieir aura large, regular, and some nice color such as white, gold or 
violet, and in general have perfected dieir energetic system, regardless of 
the particular energetic system model being used. The simple fact of 
multiple models and visions of what a perfected system should look like 
is already a red flag for anyone paying attention, as the \'arious ti aditions 
can't even agree on how many chakras there are, much less the rest of 
die detiiils. I have noticed diat diese things are veiy scriptable, meaning 
that one's concepts of what is supposed to be happening can influence 
what one perceives in these areas. These models also leave much to be 
desired, and generally are referring to things that happen in the A&P 
and the fourth jhana, as are die po\vers models. 

Kundalini phenomena, where all the energ}' (prana, lung or chi) 
blasts dirough die ceiiti ;il cli;miiel (sliusliunina), ;u e veiy common in 
the A&P Event. Some traditions associate tiiis event witii awakening, 
though I consider this erroneous and premature, though I can 
understand why these stages impress people so much. It is during the 
A&P that some practitioners with a bent or talent for doing so may 
perceive energ}- channels, sometimes in outrageous detail, and be able 
to see cli;ikias ;md die like. However, anyone who can do this in a 
sustained fashion will note die following: diat in die Dark Night die 
channels are a mess in most people, and that in High Equanimity the 
focus shifts to experience itself, not nearly so much what is in that field 
of experience, and thus the cli;miiels can be difficult to percei\'e or a 
secondary background aspect of \vliat is going on. Further, enlightened 
beings cycle die time, their moods and liealdi ;md odier factors 
change all die time, and so what dieir channels are doing and how diey 
perceive them will change all the time, leading to nothing resembling the 
stable, clean, orderly, perfected, predictable energetic state promised in 
die energetic models. 

Thus, die energetic models are another example of a ti ^msient side 
effect of some people's practice being incorporated into an ideal of 
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awakening. While energetic practices are very interesting and may lead 
to lots of insights and other nice effects, that is not the same thing as 
enlightened being having stable, perfected energetic systems. My friend 
Kenneth has asked me to add diat there is something good that 
progressively awakening does to the channels and energetic system, and 
I have to agree. However, defining exactly what positive changes are 
made is dif ficult, and none of die models I have seen really do an 
adequate job or contain enough flexibility to accommodate how 
dynamic our energetic systems are. Suffice to say, this is one more set of 
models that is getting at something but contains much that needs 
revision. 

The Specific Knowledge Models 
Specific Knowledge Models basically state or imply that 
enlightenment will somehow magiciilly provide hidden conceptual 
information about all sorts of specific things in life, such as the worldngs 
of particle physics, how to bring about world peace, who one's disciples 
should marry, and die like. Some go furtiier and state diat 
enlightenment progressively brings complete omniscience, meaning the 
ability to know everything about the whole universe simultaneously. 
While these might seem to some people like reasonable things 
enlightened beings should somehow know, let's include odier diings it 
might be good to know, such as how to create safe, inexpensive lidiium 
ion batteries for electric cars, how to consistentiy beat the return of an 
S&P 500 index fund over the long haul, how to balance the federal 
deficit while providing everyone with good social support but not raising 
taxes, how to iiist;mt;meously ni^ike every blue-colbu^ Republican re;dize 
tiiat diey lu e voting ag;iinst their own self-interest, and how to build a 
fusion reactor that is safe, inexpensive, produces enough energy for 
everyone, and has no radioactive disposal issues. When you look at 
these, the concept of specific knowledge gained by merely seeing the 
true nature of ordinary sensations begins to seem as ridiculous as it 
really is. 

The only specific thing I did g;un a little insight into was the beaut}' 
of differenti;il ec^uations diat discuss die oscillation from the iniagin;uy 
quantities (potential) to real quantities (manifestation), but diat's about 
it. Other than a bunch of direct knowledge of how the mind works and 
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a whole lot of knowledge about what a load of crap most religious ;md 
mystical dogma is, and that includes Buddhist Dogma, I didn't really get 
any specific knowledge of anything else. So much for that idea... 

The Psychological Models 

Here is anotlier tiring tlrat didn't happen: psychological perfection. 
While the mainstream Western Buddhist world is absolutely drowning 
in notion that somehow Buddhist practice will either eliminate aU their 
psychological "stuff or cause them to become self-actualized in the 
good old psychoanalytical sense, nodiing could be further from die truth 
except perhaps die Action Models. I diink diat I learned more about 
reasonable psychological healdi from reading one book on 
Transactional Analysis (Vann Joines' TA Today) than I did from over a 
decade of highly successful Buddhist meditation. That doesn't mean 
that I have achieved perfect psycliologic;il liealdi, not by a long shot! 

Focusing on psychologicjil growth is an epidemic disease in Western 
insight practice. Many of die major reti eat centers that purport to foster 
insight practice in the US and Europe are actually bastions of die worst 
pop psychological bullshit retrofitted with a bastardized Buddhist front. 
You have only to go to a few small group meetings on retreats, as I 
mentioned in Part II, to lie;u- tiiat the vast majority of people who are 
supposed to be doing insight practices are actually just \\'allowing in their 
OTOi neurotic crap. Sure, they may be highly intelligent, super 
sophisticated, fantastically well-rationalized, pseudo-Buddhist 
practitioners of the Great Sacred Neurotic Crap Wallow, but they are 
wallowing just the same. 

As I mentioned before, that this sort of behavior is tolerated on 
meditation retreats at ;ill is mind-boggling, but that it gets reinforced and 
rewarded as often as it does is a ciying shame that reflects as badly on 
the teachers as it does die practitioners. I have had insight teacher after 
insight teacher try to focus on what I was feeling and how my 
relationships were going when all I wanted to do was talk about my 
attempts at insight practices, as I assumed, often wrongly, that they were 
insight teachers. 

While die dli;imia is vast, jmd die teachings of die wisdom traditions 
contain a lot of material for helping grow psychologically, diat doesn't 
mean that it has anything to do with awakening or insight practice at all, 
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and letting people get stuck tiiere does tiiem littie service, if 3'ou ask me, 
which you clearly did, as you are reading this book. Again, as I said 
before, working on one's psychological stuff can have its value, but I 
firmly beliex e tliat keeping the line beUveen insight practice and 
psychological work drawn as firmly as possible is essential to doing 
eitiier well. 

Further, it is oh so easy to imagine tiiat tire teachers on tire front 
cushion couldn't possibly be as neurotic as we are, and before you know 
it we have the breeding ground for massive shadow sides, exploitation, 
isolation, ;md scand;il just like we had witii tiie models that purport 
emotion;il perfection. The. Jet Set culture of teachers popping in, getting 
up on tiie front cushion, spouting their beautif ul ide;ils, and jetting off to 
somewhere else before anyone can see tiiem as the humans they really 
are only goes to reinforce these dangerous notions. It is just so easy to 
project all kinds of wondrous qualities on to them when the dream is so 
nicely hud out and the opportunities for realit}' testing so few. Clearly, 
tiiat suits most of tiiem just fine, or they \vould go more out of their way 
to counter tiiose notions, but, as tiiey (luicldy le;u"ii, countering those 
notions just doesn't sell, and getting caught up in tiiat sort of 
transference feels mighty friggin' nice. 

Thus, I think that the models that reinforce the notion that 
psychological perfection or f reedom from our psychological stuff will 
come simply by seeing through the sense of a separate, permanent agent 
di e a serious problem for tiiese major reasons: 

1) They simply aren't true. 

2) They cause practitioners to get caught up in their stuff rather than 
focusing on the Three Characteristics or something equivalent, thus 
squandering the vast majority of Western Buddhist practitioner's scant 
retreat and practice time. 

3) They allow teachers to be able to ride the hot air of these 
preposterous ideals to dangerous heights. 

4) They contribute to the erroneous sense of the gap between this 
ordinary, human existence and awakening by creating unrealistic ideals 
and goals. 

Most Buddhist practitioners that I know have something like one of 
the following belief structures: 
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1) That awakening is impossible, so tlie best tiling to try for is 
psychological or emotional health or perfection. 

2) That awakening is psychological or emotional perfection, so by trying 
for psychological or emotional perfection one is doing the practices that 
lead to awiil<.ening. 

3) That awjilcening involves psychological or emotion;il perfection, so it 
clearly is impossible, and by sitting they are trying to accomplish 
something else, but if you ask them what that is they are usually unable 
to answer clearly. 

What is so ironic is drat aw;ilcening is hiuxl but clearly not 
impossible, and not nearly as impossible as achieving psychological or 
emotioned perfection. In fact, seeing sensations clearly enough to see 
drat drey are all just happening and coming and going is exti emely 
straightforward once you finally realize that is what you are supposed to 
be doing. Further, when I think back on all the things I have done, 
including going to medic;il school, spending a year in India working as a 
volunteer there, and finishing a medical residency, I must say that tiie 
work I went dirough to get tiiose tilings was significantiy more tli;m tiie 
work it took to get to stream entry and even araliatsliip. It is not tiiat 
getting stream entry was easy, just not as hard as plenty of other things I 
have done. I attribute my success to a vast array of factors, but two that 
ai e relevant here are a tolerance for pain and having a good worldng 
model. That model was one that was blissfuUy free of the notion of 
emotional or psychological perfection. 

When I tiiink about what it would take to achieve freedom from all 
psychological stuff, the response that comes is this: life is about stuff. 
Stuff is part of being aKve. There is no way out of this while you are still 
living. There will be confusion, pain, misconiniunication, 
misinterpretation, maladaptive patterns of behavior, unhelpful 
eniotion;il reactions, weird persoufilit^' ti;iits, neurosis jmd possibly 
much worse. There will be power plays, twisted psychological games, 
people vnth major personality disorders (which may include you), and 
craziness. The injuries continue right along with the healing and 
eventually die injuries \vin and \ve die. This is a fundamental teaching of 
the Buddha. I wish the whole Western Buddhist World would just get 
over this notion that these practices are all about getting to our Happy 
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Place where nothing can ever hurt us or make us neurotic and move on 
to actually mastering real Buddhist practice rather than chasing some 
ideal that will never appear. 

All that said, diere is some debate about what factors or progress 
allows some people to just notice the Three Characteristics of the 
sensations that make up dieir world in die fact of dieir stuff as opposed 
to diose who just flounder in tiieir stuff. Some would argue that you 
have to have done enough psychological work and deal vwth enough of 
your issues to get to the place were you can move on to the next stage. I 
must reluctantly admit that there is probably some truth to this. 
However, I didn't consider myself p;u ticularly psych ologicjilly adv^mced 
when I started insight practices, as I had ;ill Idnds of stuff to deiil with 
and still do, and yet somehow, perhaps dirough good instruction, 
perhaps through some other factors I have yet to identify, I was able to 
practice well despite it aU and make the shift from being lost in content 
to noticing how things actually are. 

The Thought Models 

Speaking screwed up models, we have the Thought Models. These 
are models that tend to focus on something difiierent happening with 
thoughts in those who are awakened, rather than simply seeing tiirough 
the thought patterns that create a sense of a center point or special, 
perm^ment, sep;uate self. These idefilized models include not diinldng 
certain droughts, such as enlightened beings being unable to diink die 
thought "I" or "I am", not thinking at aU and thus stopping tire process 
of thought, or some other modification to thoughts, such always thinking 
good thoughts, whate\'er those ivce. 

I got an email a while ago from a seemingly nice engineer who said 
basic;illy: "I did some Taoist practices, got enlightened, and now am 
incapable of drinking any droughts or visualizing, yet I seem to function 
normally. What do you think of this?" I put a lot of thought into my 
response, and so am including it here, in sHghtiy edited form: 

"One of my dead teachers. Bill Hamilton, used to talk about how 
people's conceptions of what was supposed to happen would ha\'e some 
influence on subsequent events, with some (juestion about what that 
influence was. We used to discuss diis often, widi possibilities including: 
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1) People witli different models of avv;ikening might actually achieve 
different results. I am no fan of this proposition but admit the 
possibility. 

2) People with diff erent models might achieve the same thing but 
describe it differently. I believe this one more than the first. 

3) Some combination of diese. 

4) People nright fail to achieve results but be scripted to report or 
believe that they had achieved something in line with their own working 
model. This is a common occurrence, one that I have observed in 
myself more times than I can count And filso in die practice of many 
odier fellow dharma adventurers. Bill would often mention people's 
ability' to self hypnotize into semi-fixed states of delusion. He had a long 
run of hanging out in scary cult-like situations with psychopathic 
teachers and got to observe this first hand in himself and others: see his 
book Saints and Psvchopaths for more on this. 

5) People with different models and technicjues might ha\ e \'eiy 
different experiences of the path along its way: diis is clearly tiue in 
some aspects, and yet the universal aspects of die padi continue to 
impress me widi dieir consistency and reproducibility regardless of 
tradition. 

6) Other possibilities we hadn't considered, in the style of Donald 
Rumsfeld's famous Uiiluiowii Unluiowiis... 

The "no thought" (juestion is interesting one. It is commonly 
used in some tiaditions as being die go'A, these including some strains 
and descriptions of Hindu Vedanta, multiple non-aligned traditions, and 
others. Zen sometimes toys with the idea on its periphery. As to 
Taoism: I did a bunch of reading of the old Taoist masters some years 
ago, but I wouldn't consider myself an expert on it's current practice or 
dogma. 

Buddhism does not generally consider not tiiinldng or not being 
able to visualize among its goals, which brings us to the points 
mentioned above. For instance, the Awakened Buddha often says things 
in the old texts like, "It occurred to me that I should wander by stages to 
[such and such a place]." Or, "This spontaneous stanza, ne\'er heard 
before, occurred to me." These obviously ;u e thoughts. Furthermore, if 
we note the old texts as ref erence, all of the enlightened disciples of the 
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Buddha and tlie Buddha himself were described as drinking thoughts. 
Further, many of the Buddha's disciples could visualize, as could the 
Buddha, and if we look to modern times you can't be a tantric master 
without some strong visualization abilities. 

Further, the notion diat one can write an email or do engineering, 
which inherendy involves abstiaction (nradiematics) ;md odier concepts 
being converted into actuality, or even speak and have it not involve 
thought, is one that I think is merely a conceptual understanding itself 
and thus an arbitrary designation. Further, as intentions fall into the 
realm of thought, and all physical actions are preceded by intentions by 
die fixed mechanics of the system, die notion that action can occur 
widiout diought f;dls into die smie cjiinp. This idso applies to all such 
things as memory, which you clearly demonstrate, as diis inherendy 
must involve thought essentially by definition (with caveats as above). 

Given those assumptions, the question I ask is: have you simply 
stopped codling those processes "thought" so as to fit widi an arbitrary 
and dogmatic model? Perhaps have you forced yourself to stop noticing 
diat nient;d processes occur as you drought diat was supposed to 
happen? Maybe you have achieved soniediing real and because of your 
preconceptions choose to describe it through that terminological filter, 
or have achieved something completely different from those that is not 
on my radar screen for whatever reason, possibilities including my own 
delusion or lack of experience, just for die s;ike of completion and 
reasonable skeptical doubt, which is always a good idea. 

The terminology diat I am used to involves seeing dioughts as diey 
are, thus having them be just a very small and transient part of the 
natural, causal field of experience. However, it must also be admitted 
that, since thoughts can only be experienced as aspects of the other five 
sense doors, then labeling thought as thought is also just an abstiaction 
and just as ;u biti ;uy as is labeling die other 5 sense doors as such. These 
are simply convenient designations (dioughts) for die sake of discussion. 

When one notices that all things simply arise on their own, 
including those sensations that may or may not be designated as 
thoughts, to be enipt}' of a self, as they are and always have been, with 
no separate or independent obser\'er or controller or doer that is not 
just a part of the field of experience or manifestation, then one has 
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understood at some level what the Buddha advocated tliat people 
understand. Thus, the model that I prefer, as it is practical, non-esoteric 
and direct, is that: 

1) Sensations that can be labeled as thoughts occur. 

2) Thoughts are natural, causal, and essential to nearly every hinction 
we perform. 

3) Thoughts are not self, not otlier, part of life, and empty in the good 
sense. 

4) They always have been this way, before and after any spiritual 
achievement, and when their true nature is seen, they are still as they 
were. 

An essentiiil ciuestion regfuxling enlightenment is: does it m;il<.e 
things different from how tiiey were, or does it merely reveal a true and 
accurate perception or perspective on how everything always was? I 
advocate a moderated version of the latter view, as I believe it is more 
helpful to practice and more accurate. Thus, in this vie\v, \vhich is just 
one view, anything that could happen before, such as thought or 
visualization, can happen after, with tiie only thing changing being some 
untangling of tire previously held knot of tangled perception. 

In terms of my experience, another interesting conceptual 
designation, and using relative and down-to-earth language, I can make 
my inner voice as loud as it could be before, it is much more cle;u- tlian 
it was before, it is perceived as part of the natural field of causalit}? in a 
way tiiat it was not before, ;md mindfulness comes ;md goes as before. 
In high jhanic states tire inner voice is very subtie, but I can still visualize 
as before, sometimes with even more clarity depending on practice 
conditions. In short, I have not lost abilities nor have I changed much 
about the way the system operates. That said, something is clear that was 
not clear before, ;md the sense of a special center point seems seen 
tiirough, tiiough tiie sensate patterns tiiat made it up generally seem to 
still occur as before, and it is only tire perception of tiiem tiiat is 
different." (end of email) 

As you can see, I sometimes write long emails for worthy dharma 
questions, but must admit I only have the time to do this because the 
number of people who ask me questions as of this point is so very small. 
Anyway, back to the models... 
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The God Models 
On a very different tangent, we have the God Models. While 
Buddhism pretends to be an exception to the theological traditions, 
many Buddhists essentially worship the Buddha as a God just as 
Christians worship Jesus as a God. Further, die vast majority' of die 
ti aditions that promote awjikening involve some sort of dieological 
background or underpinning, including Hindu Vedanta's focus on die 
divine nature of things, Islam's Sufi's focusing on The Friend or 
dissolving in Allah, and Christianitj^s various dissolution in God 
metaphors, such as the Di\ine Marriage. Buddhism has die same 
problem at times witii die phrase Buddha Nature. These are interesting 
models to talk about, and basic^illy die ciuestion conies down to the 
distance between "God" and one's life. Those who believe in a God diat 
is a separate entity are already in trouble. Those who believe this entity 
is far off in Heaven or largely unavailable are really in trouble. However, 
those who believe in a "God" that is right here, right now, and present in 
all tilings, including themselves, have a fighting cli;mce, and this is as 
practical a model for awakening as any other, if done correctiy, which it 
almost never is. 

The problem comes for those who believe in God Free Zones, that 
is, those places where God is not. These tend to be people who believe 
in a limited, abstract God. Most people who believe in God have not 
taken die time to consider the (juestion of wlietlier or not they believe in 
God Free Zones or a limited God. In fact, most people who believe in 
God in die monotiieistic sense would be offended by die notion diat 
their God was somehow limited. However, if you question them about 
whether or not God is in their toilet paper or in a rock, or perhaps 
more specifically IS the toilet paper, and is the rock, is their weird 
popcorn fetish, is die annoying itch in their armpit, and actu;dly is 
ever^'diing else, even most people who in tiieoiy believe in an 
omnipresent, unlimited, all-powerful God won't go tiiat far. This is too 
bad, because if they did, they would have a good working model for 
realizing that THIS IS IT, and so we are back to my original, simple, 
excellent premise and test for good models of awakening. 

Here's how this works: if you believe tiiat^'ou are trying to see God, 
and you believe that all creation is a manifestation not just created by 
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God, but in fact IS GOD, they you are back to basic insight practices: 
seeing the sensate world exactly as it is, because there you will find 
ultimate reality, or "Gk)d", if you want to call it that. When the center 
point is seen through by your c;u eful in\ estig;ition of all these 
sensations, or ;ill die aspects of God, dien ;ill diat is left is just all these 
sensations as before, diat is, all this God. Thus, if one is willing to really 
believe in a omnipresent God, dien by truly, deeply, direcdy perceiving 
aU sensations to be just part of the causal, natural unfolding of what they 
label God, aU the boundaries between what were self and other can be 
seen through, and the phenomenal world is left doing its thing, thus the 
practitioner realizes they always wei e part of God, in a sense, though 
these designations are merely terminological one way or die odier. 

Thus, the problem with God models typically is diat people don't 
take them far enough, because if they do they can get into something 
really good, though they could get their just as easily without them. AU 
the other ideals that are involved in becoming God or seeing God are 
just more odd dreams and possible side effects of spiritual practice. I 
have a few friends who saw visions while on LSD in which "God" told 
them useful stuff, and tiiis is line, but tiiis is back in die realm of the 
powers and has nothing to do with awakening and only a very limited 
amount to do with "Gk)d" in the ultimate sense. 

The Physical Models 

On a completely dilferent track we have die Physical Models, which 
tend to involve some kind of physical perfection or stylization. The old 
Theravada texts go to great lengths to Ust the 32 interesting physical 
quaUties of the Buddha, such as having 40 teeth and arms so long that 
he could touch his luiees without bending down. It is interesting how 
tilings change, as in our modern context tiiat would ni^ike him look 
more to us like a dentally challenged Cro-Magnon tiian a spiritual 
superhero, but I digress. 

Numerous pop culture sources make us associate interesting 
physical quaUties or ideals with spirituaUty, particularly yoga magazines 
and martial arts movies. There is not much more to say about tiiese 
models otiier than they ;ue amusing and completely inaccurate. We 
may imagine tiiat somehow enlightenment involves some kind of 
physical health, or think that awakening or insight practice may cure 
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some illness, but I wouldn't bank on anytliing like tliis at all. That said, 
my friends who regularly do practices like yoga and Tai Chi do tend to 
look good, and this only makes sense. However, this is not related to 
ultimate realizations except peripheriilly in that those practices involve 
mindhilness and if done well can lead to real insights. 

The Radiance Models 

Related to the Physical Models are the Radiance Models, which 
tend to involve imagining that enlightened beings will have some kind of 
remarkable presence, usually involving radiating love, chaiisma, 
wisdom, peace or even physic^il light. A friend of mine used to joke 
about tliis by saying tliat people in Western Vipassana at die Insight 
Meditation Society thought that an arahat would be someone like Dipa 
Ma (a talented practitioner of vipassana and samatha who died an 
anagami by her own admission) but with light shining out of their ass. 
This is a bit of an exaggeration, but it makes the point that these ideals 
are so ingrained in us from m;my traditions diat it is hm d to not imagine 
that enlightened beings must have something remarkable about them 
that you could feel or see. 

Everyone knows that all saints have light coming out of their heads, 
as did Jesus. You have only to look to medie\'al paintings to confirm 
diis. The stories of the Buddha are full of his maivelous presence. In 
fact, his veiy first interaction with a human after his awakening went 
something like tliis. The Buddha had gotten up after exploring tlie 
depths of his realization and abilities. He decided to go try to find his 
five companions who had been with him during his period of grave 
asceticism, and sun eying the \vorld with his psychic powers found they 
were at Benares. He took off walldng down die road between Bodli 
Gaya and Gaya, and die first person the Buddha t;ilked to after his 
awakening that wasn't a god or a giant snake was die monk Upaka. I 
quote the Buddha as he tells the tale, as rendered in Bhikkhu NanamoH 
and Bhikkhu Bodhi's The Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha . 
Sutta 26, as it is so priceless and such a wealth of information about the 
origin of these models and ideals: 

[Upaka said] 'Friend, your faculties are clear, die color of your 
skin is pure and bright. Under whom have you gone forth, 
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friend? Who is your teacher? Whose Dhamma do you 
profess?' 

I [The Buddha] replied to the Ajivaka Upaka in the stanzas: 

'I am one who has ti anscended all, a knower of aU, 
Unsullied among all tilings, renouncing all. 
By craving's ceasing freed. Having known this aU 
For myself, to whom should I point as teacher? 

I have no teacher, and one like me 
Exists nowhere in ;ill the world 
With all its gods, because I have 
No person for my counterpart 

I am the Accomplished One in the world 
I am the Teacher Supreme. 
I alone am a Fully Enlightened One 
Whose fires are quenched and extinguished. 

I go now to the city of Kasi 

To set in motion the Wheel of Dhamma. 

In a world tliat has become blind 

I go to beat the drum of the Deathless.' 

[Upaka replied] 'By your claims friend, you ought to be the 
Universal Victor.' 

'The victors lu e tiiose like me 
Who have won to desti uction of taints. 
I have vanquished all evil states. 
Therefore, Upaka, I am a victor.' 

The passage is remarkable in that it sets out a large number of 
criteria and specifics about what aw;ilcening means to the Buddha and to 
Buddhism in such a short space. Further, what is interesting is the 
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number of times tiie word "I" appears. In fact, "Buddha" means 
something like Awakened One, or "I am awake." Thus, we see that the 
Buddha had no trouble talking about what he had done and who he 
was, nor did he have trouble thinking the thought "I". 

We note his remarkable presence and skin, and so have the first of 
tiie Buddhist Radiance Models and Physic;il Models. We note tiiat he 
says he is superior to tire Gods, which is sort of a God Model in and of 
itseF, except one better. He describes being free of all the taints and evil 
states, which is a complex mix of Emotional and Psychological Models. 
He also adds the drum of tiie Deatiiless, and here \ve have hints of an 
Immortality Model or an Extinction Model, and while formally 
Buddhism would reject botii of tiiese associations, aspects of both show 
up often in tire texts anyway. There is also a Transcendence Model, as 
he says he is unsullied by all things, and also a Specific Knowledge 
Model, as the Buddha says he is a knower of all. In short, he says he has 
accomplished something remarkable, and asserts that he is going to go 
tell otiiers how to do exactiy tiie same thing he did, or is he? 

The (juestion of how the Buddha's realization relates to what he was 
trying to teacher otiiers is a complex one. There are numerous passages 
where he says he is quite different from and superior to all other 
enlightened beings, and draws a clear line between himself and arahats. 
Thus, \ve lia\'e to look c;u efully at \vliat his claims about himself have to 
do with others, ^md I devote the \vliole next chapter to this complex 
issue. Suffice to say, tiie problem conies in when the ide;ds the Buddha 
discusses as applying to himself, however niytiiologized we tiiink tiiey 
are, are applied vnthout careful investigation to enlightened beings of 
theoretically inferior degree. Then there is the slippery question of the 
Tibetans who purport to produce fuU Buddlias in one lifetime... 

Back to tiie issues of wlietiier or not enlightened beings have a 
speci;il presence. I have seen ex^unples of botii, tiiough I suspect tiiat in 
most cases tiieir presence was largely that way before they started doing 
spiritual practice. Many people who have asked me questions about 
practice over the years have hesitantiy asked me if there was something 
reni;u"kable about my presence or how I was able to keep my 
realizations hidden at work. I am both sorn' and happy to report tiiat I 
have no problems in this regard at work and as far as I can teU have 
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nothing whatsoever tliat is unusual about my presence that wasn't tliere 
long before I got into all of this, other than the confidence and passion 
with which I speak on the dharma. In short, the physical models and 
radi;mce are just nice propaganda and anodier ti ap that people fall into, 
bodi in dieir own practice and when evaluating the possible level of 
realization of others. 

The Karma Models 

Karma models involve the promise that somehow re^ilization 
eliminates, exhausts, cancels out or moderates the forces of causalit}' 
diat would cause bad things to happen to the realized being. Kaima 
involves action and its consequences, and in its simplest form is 
essentially the statement that causes lead to effects in a lawful way. The 
subject is imponderable, as the forces and factors involved are so vast 
and complex that no mind can fully comprehend them. That said, many 
models and Buddhist ideals subtly or overtly present models of 
awakening tiiat promise some sort of relief or freedom from adversity. 

However, if we look to tire life of tire Buddha, who by definition is 
as enlightened as it gets in Buddhism, lots of bad firings happened to 
him, at least according to the texts. He had chronic headaches and back 
pain, got illnesses, was attacked by b;mdits, people tried to lull him, his 
own order broke into warring factions, people h^uassed him, and so 
forth and so on. Thus, it is cle;u- fiiat even the Buddha was not free from 
the laws of karma, aird so it would seem naive to assume firat we were 
also. 

However, the karma models raise an interesting quesfion, that of the 
timing of the fulfillment of the promises of enlightenment and what this 
has to do with death. The Theravada claims that the moment of 
complete freedom from sulfering is at fiie deafii of ;m ;uahat or 
Buddha, as it is only fiien tiiat firere is no more coming into furfirer 
birth and there is the complete cessation of the senses that cause pain 
and discomfort. The Tibetans would disagree, focusing on the perpetual 
life or continued series of rebirths of a Buddha or Bodhisatt\'a 
tirroughout time to help awaken other beings. These conllicts bring us 
to ofiier models, but in fact are paradoxes created by mispercepfion. 

However, the karma models are not enfirely junk. By seeing each 
thought, state and emotion as it is, there is an increased ability to simply 
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watch tliese arise and vanish on tlieir own, tlius allowing for tire causal 
force of them to not wash through to the foture without some 
moderation of intelligence and wisdom. In this way, past causes, habits, 
tendencies and the like can be mitigated through clear seeing, and the 
actions \ve take based on these tliat create future causes can be done 
with more awareness, clarit\', and a broader, more inclusive perspective. 
This is not the same tiring as eliminating all "negative" karma, but it is 
practical, realistic and verifiable, and thus represents the grain of truth 
found in the Karma Models. 

The Perpetual Bliss Models 

Perpetual Bliss Models focus on enlightenment bringing on a state 
of continuous happiness, peace, joy, or bliss. These are commonly 
found in Hinduism, though they are in full force in Buddhism and 
other traditions as well, e.g. Christianitx 's "the peace that passes all 
understanding." Buddhism often describes Nin ima (Nibbjma) as 
synon^Tnous widi die highest happiness ;md the end of suffering, and 
this end of suffering is the natural corollary of die Perpetual Bliss 
Models. Perpetual Bliss Models and their corollaries are so pervasive in 
the world of awakening as to be a central, nearly unassailable tenant of 
most people's core beliefs. I am sorry to say, diey need serious revision. 

The first point is that about inipernianence. Bliss, peace, hai^piness, 
as well as dieir counterp;uts pain, chaos, and niiseiy, are ;dl tiansient 
phenomena, subject to conditions, arising and passing like die weadier. 
As Zen says, the ten thousand joys and the ten thousand sorrows march 
through our lives according to the laws of reality that have always been 
in place. This returns us to die great question of realization: does 
realization change tilings or does re^dization reveal how tilings always 
were? I advocate a modified version of the latter view, botii for practice 
and for having sane models, but tiie dogma and tiiose selling something 
often stray into the promises of a radically different and better existence. 

The standard Buddhist argument is that by removing the condition, 
uiunely ignorance or misperception, tiie suffering caused by tiiis 
condition is also renio\'ed. The question then is how much suffering is 
caused by tiiat p^ii ticular condition ;md how much is caused by just 
being alive. I assert that most of our suffering is caused by simply being 
alive, but must concede that there is something about changing 
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something in the relationship to tlie ordinary facts of life and humanity 
that does help, and why I am so reluctant to admit that there is some 
sort of peace that comes from realization is a question I am still looking 
into. While I strongly helieve that there are practical reasons not to sell 
tilings in tiiis way, I suspect tiiat some residual cjuirk of my personality is 
also at play here, ;md you may have already come to that conclusion. 

The otiier side of tire Perpetual Bliss Models is tire notion tiiat 
somehow one will enter into a permanent jhanic state, such as the 4th 
jhana or some sort of Nibbanic jhana. These versions of the bliss 
models imply perfect, continuous concentration untouched by 
circumstance or enhanced by some sort of inborn wellspring of jhanic 
qujilities. As noted above, ;ill tiie concentration states ;u e temporary, not 
related directiy to realization, attained botii by some who are 
enlightened and some who are not, and thus are a false promise. 

However, as so many people get a taste of jhana and are sure this 
must just get better and more continuous as they progress, they end up 
cultivating tiiese states again and again ;md get nowhere in insight 
practice. Further, why would someone who was hanging onto a bliss 
model want to look into suffering? They don't, and so tire chances of 
them coming into real insight territory or handling the Dark Night well 
are sUm. Now, it is true that there is some sort of relationship between 
the perspective on things that occurs in the first four jhanas and the four 
paths, and the panoramic perspecti\'e of both the fourth samatha jhana 
and tiie panor;unic perspective of arahatship sh;ue some positive aspects 
in common, but tiiey are not tire same tiring, and even mentioning these 
patterns and parallels is dangerous, as it can cause a lot of misguided 
effort and assessment of where people are on the path. I think that this 
is a good place to intioduce the Tibetan concept of the Three Kayas, as 
it has some useful aspects that help make sense of these things. 

The Three Kayas 
Contrary to what some Tibetan Buddhists would tell you, arahats 
have a deep understanding of what is meant by their teaching of the 
Three Kayas or "Bodies of Understanding." For me, tiie Three Kayas 
ai e veiy close in me^ming and implication to the scopes of the Three 
Trainings. Arahats understand tiie fullness of tiie implications of having 
been bom and of there still being a body and mind (called the 
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"nirmanakaya" or "manifestation body"), relating to training in morality. 
All teachings of dependent arising, interconnection and 
interdependence fall into the realm of the nirmanakaya. 

Arahats luiow intimately the fullness of die ordiniu y realities of the 
human condition: sicluiess (physic;d and mental), health, sorrow, joy, 
conflict, h;uinony, pleasure, p;un, chuit}' and confusion, stupidit}' ;md 
brilliance. All of tiiese manifest according to tire same natural laws tiiat 
have always been in effect, contrary to popular belief. A body was born 
and it will get sick and die. The Eight Worldly Winds of praise and 
blame, f;mie ;md ill repute, success and failure, and gain ;md loss still 
blow impersouiilly as always. The laws of biochemistry, physics and 
physiolog}' still hold. We still have to pay t;ixes. From a cynic's point of 
view, tire nirmanakaya is tire most disappointing aspect of 
enlightenment. Did one really imagine that somehow it would be 
otherwise? Don't believe the hype! Another of the great Bill Hamilton 
one-liners was, "Suffering less, noticing it more." The more we wake up, 
the more we notice exactly what it means to have been born. 

The nirmanakaya is what is me;mt by this passage pert^iining to tiie 
arahat: "The disturbances resulting from tire taint of being can no longer 
be found here, the disturbances related to the taint of attraction can no 
longer be found here, the disturbances related to the taint of aversion 
c;m no longer be found here, ^md yet tiiere remiiins the disturbances 
inherent in tiiese six sense doors tiiat are dependent on a body and 
conditioned by life", from Sutta #f 2f , The Shorter Discourse on 
Voidness, in The Middle Length Discourses of tire Buddha . Notice tliat 
this says, "six sense doors." Arahats stiU think, contrary to occasional 
myths about "stopping thought", as noted above. While the content of 
thoughts is still inherently dual, the true nature of the way thoughts 
manifest is absolutely non-dual. Arahats luiow both aspects of thought 
directiy, a bit like being able to see waves on tiie oce;m ;md yet Jilso tiiat 
the whole tiling is made of water and intimately connected. No wave 
would ever be fooled into thinking that one wave was watching, 
controlling, or isolated from another. 

The nirniMiakaya is also tiie aspect of understanding that has to do 
with personality', habits ^md issues of character. Don't imagine that just 
by understanding the fuU ultimate truth of phenomena that these things 
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will somehow lose tlieir considerable causal inertia. To paraphrase Chi 
Nul, a great Korean Chan monk, just because the Sun is shining brightiy 
doesn't mean that all the snow will rnstantiy melt. 

On a related tlieme, the nirmanakaya ;ilso relates to the facts of the 
physiological inertia and biological conditioning of tiie bodily aspects of 
tiie emotion;il life. The mind of a true arahat is exti emely resilient, but 
tire flesh works according to tire same laws tiiat were in place before. 
The spacious mental resilience of an arahat has some positive 
consequences for physical Ufe, but it does not completely transform it. 
Thus, physical sensations associated with hunger, p;un, tiredness, sexual 
arousal, nervousness, fear and all the rest are still intimate realities for 
tiie living ar;iliat when they ;mse and are not inconseciuential, though the 
points made above in tire Karma model about seeing tilings arise and 
vanish still apply. The nirmanakaya includes issues of biochemistry and 
neurochemistry, and aU of the issues of mental pathology that may go 
along with these. 

The iiirni;makaya bears out the truth so \vell articulated by Lao Tzu 
when he tJilked about dark and light containing one ;motiier and 
difficulty and ease complementing one anotiier. No level of 
enlightenment will allow one to just pick one's favorite half of reality or 
humanity and eradicate the rest. This simply never happens and is not 
possible. 

I think that ever\'one on the spiritu;d path should occasioiiiilly sit 
down witii a piece of paper imd list tiieir favorite li^ilf of refilit\' tiiat tiiey 
imagine or wish would be left if they got fully enlightened, and then list 
all the aspects of reality that they wish or "know" would vanish forever. 
They should then list the things that they imagine would show up as a 
result of full re^ilization that are not here now. The differences between 
tiiese lists often point directly to what blocks the development of 
wisdom from clear acceptance ;md uiiderst;uiding of re^ility. 

Even araliats and buddhas have a favorite half of reality as well as 
dreams about how things could be, so these dreams are not the 
problem. The difference is that highly realized beings understand 
directiy that botii tiie "good" ;md "bad" halves are of the natiu e of 
ultimate trutii, including all thoughts about them, and this ni;d<.es all the 
diflerence. These sensations flicker effortiessly and vanish, getting no 
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more nor less consideration tlian tliey are due. The point I am trying to 
make here is to include the sensations that make up your world in your 
practice, and don't retreat into idealized fantasies of what realization wUl 
be like, though notice such sensations if and when tiiey occur. 

Lastly, the nirmanakaya relates to our "stuff," our issues, our 
childhood tiaumas, our dark secrets. I have routinely mentioned that 
when doing insight practices one should try to see tiiese tilings at tire 
moment-to-moment level. However, one must also find a way to deal 
with our stuff in the traditional ways, or perhaps non-traditional ones. 
Just do tills work when not doing insight practices. While tiiere ;ire 
connections beUveen these two t\pes of work, they are often in direct 
conflict. Miike time for tiie macroscopic, when \ve face ;uid learn about 
how to live well in tiie world in terms of emotions, issues, conflicts, 
tears, joys, people, jobs and relationships. However, also make time 
during which you resolutely put all of that behind you, time when you 
stay at tiie level of flickering sensations. Unhealthy fixation on either 
perspecti\'e is guaranteed to cause problems. 

Aniliats also have a wondrous underst;uiding of 'A\ of tiiis tiiat is 
unique to them and buddlias (tiiough tiiere may be hints of it at tiiird 
patii) called the "sambliogakaya." They know that the fuU range of 
phenomenal reality and even the full range of the emotional life can be 
deeply appreciated for what it is. They see that the world of concepts, 
language, symbols, visions, thoughts ;uid dre^uns is fuiid;uiieiit;dly the 
same as tiie world of niateri;ilit}', tiiat tiiey botii sli;u e the s;uiie essentiiil 
nature from an experiential point of view. The first line of tiie Gospel of 
John, "In the beginning there was the word, and the word was God," is a 
nice way to put it. For those who find this phrase too cryptic, I 
paraphrase it as: "From the beginning, concepts, words, dre;uiis, visions, 
and tiie realm of thought have always been an aspect of ultimate reality." 

Further, in some sti^mge way even tiie worst of tiie world has a 
richness of texture tiiat can be deeply enjoyed, and a mysterious and 
sometimes awe-inspiring glory mixed into it, inherent in it. What they 
were looking for was permeating all the sensations without exception 
tiiat had made up their world all along! What staggering irony tiiis is, 
and what a silent joy it is to discover this at last. This is what is meant by 



311 



Models of the Stages of Enlightenment 

"the bliss of Nirvana." It is a more subtle understanding tlian the 
nirmanakaya and in some largely mysterious way does not contradict it. 

Beyond even this, they also understand in real time what is meant by 
the dharmjikaya, diat someh()\v none of this is they, and that "what they 
are" cannot be fundamentally harmed, disturbed or affected by the 
world of phenomena in ^my way. The dh^uinjikaya seems to 
simultaneously pervade all of tiiis, not be all of tiiis, and be utterly 
beyond all of this. It seems to be permanent and yet unfindable, be 
empty and yet aware. Even this paradoxical language is hopelessly crude 
and from a certain point of view unnecessary, though ;m ;u ahat would 
know directly what it is pointing to. This is \vhat is meant by "going 
be^'ond birtii and deatii," "Sams;ua is Nirvana," "tiie ar;iliat is traceless 
here and now," "True Self and "no-self." Interestingly, the 
nirmanakaya also relates directiy to both "True Self' and "no-self." 
There is something beautiful and yet tragic in this, a "dark comedy" as a 
friend of mine put it. 

To even say diat tiie dharmakaya is a ven' subtle understanding 
makes no sense, as the understanding of dh;mnakaya ;uises more from 
what is absent ratiier tiian a sense of the presence of sometiiing. On the 
other hand, the presence of everything bears witness to it. 

AH three understandings (the nirmanakaya, the sambhogakaya, and 
die dharmakaya) are accessible to the arahat at any time by the mere 
inclination towards diem, which is to say these perspectives arise 
dependent on causes in their own time. They are three complementary 
perspectives on tire same tiring. It is like being able to see tiie viiliditj' of 
the perspective of all of the three people in the classic Taoist painting 
called "The Vinegar Tasters," with Confucius and his laws for Living in 
the world relating to the iiirnian;il<.aya, Lao Tzu and his deep 
appreciation of life relating to tiie s;unbhogakaya, and the Buddha and 
his emphasis on Nin aiia and going beyond suff ering, birth and deatii 
relating to tiie dharmakaya. Most people tiiink of tiiis painting as a 
Taoist slam on the other two traditions, but I think that the deeper 
meaning is much more useful. 

The teaching of the Three I Itimate Dliarnias of materiality', 
mentality and Nibb;ma tiiat I articulated earlier is closely related to the 
Tibetan concepts of the Three Kayas or aspects of the fuUy enlightened 
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condition. The nirmanakaya relates to form, tire sambhogakaya relates 
to the enjoyable, quiet and spacious peace of the fully enlightened mind 
that unifies the mental and physical into the same field of experience, 
and the dharniakaya relates to Nibbana. 

Were only the nirmanakaya true, we could say diat unitive 
experiences are die ;msvver and that we fire die whole field of 
experience. Were only die dharniakaya true, we could say that 
transcendent "experiences" are the answer, that we create and know the 
whole field of experience, that we do not exist, and that we are the 
deathless or God. Neidier of these frameworks can clearly explain 
things on dieir own, and so, as mentioned in die chapter c;dled No-self 
vs. True Self, none of these descriptions really holds up to reality testing 
on its own. 

Presenting the Three Kayas also allows me to continue to hammer 
relentiessly on the point about people wanting to find some spiritual 
re;ilit\' other than this one. The huge temptation when w;dldiig the 
spiritual path is to tiy desperately to find a way to get the simple ease of 
die sambhogakaya and the iiidestiuctible, tianscendent and deadiless 
luminosity of die dharniakaya while secredy hoping that the down to 
earth, mundane, intimate, visceral, vulnerable, and often embarrassing 
nirmanakaya will just sort of crawl away and die or at least radically 
reform itself. The nirmanakaya is often treated as though it were die 
bastard stepchild of the fully enlightened condition, but you can't have 
one widiout die others. Indnmcy mdi reality is houglit rit tlie price of 
attaining transcendence beyond reality. Transcendence is bought at die 
price of attaining intimacy with reality. These inescapable facts should 
not be forgotten. 

The ;dl too common temptation of tiiose who advertise and sell 
spirituality' is to sing die priiises of the s;uiibliog;ilcaya and dharniakaya 
while tiying to gloss over die profound yet down to eardi implications of 
the nirmanakaya. Buyer beware! If enlightened beings didn't feel die 
fullness of their humanity and the ordinary world, compassion for 
themselves and others would be completely impossible. From a Tibetan 
point of view, it is because enlightened beings progressi\'ely lose their 
artificial defenses against the nirmanakaya that they have no choice but 
to be bodhisattvas, which brings us nicely to our next model... 
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The Immortality models 

The Immortality Models are significantly more prevalent in Tibetan 
Buddhism than the other strains, thought they also appear in Pure Land 
Biiddhism and are found elsewhere. While ;ill strains of Buddhism on 
die one hand categorically deny immortality' as the goal based upon the 
standard tenants of Buddhist logic, plenty dien turn ;ux)und ;md sell 
immortality like used car salesmen. So many Buddhists want to be up in 
the Heaven called Nirvana as empty yet separate beings who don't exist 
and yet Hve forever as Bodhisattvas saving the world. 

While there ai e lots of good points in the Bodhisatt\'a Vows, this is 
yet anodier case of bjiit and switch where the results will be a bit more 
down to earth dian most people are biugaining for. However, many 
Buddhists are so brainwashed into die ideal of becoming Amazing 
Super Beings that they readily give up the notion that they could really 
understand anything in this lifetime in exchange for the dream that 
some zillion lif etimes down the road they may get to be Spiritual 
Superstars. However, as their mentality am be essentially like people 
who have bought into some weird cult, I don't recommend trying to 
convince diem odierwise, as it generally just pisses diem of f . Just do 
your practice, take care of your own understanding, and then see what 
you can do from there. 

Now, as before, tiiere is some \veird tiutii to die immortJilit}' models 
on two fronts. First, from a teclinic;d point of view, what is traditionally 
called die Dliarni;il<.aya, Deatiiless, Nirvana, Tao, Void, Buddha 
Nature, etc. is indestructible, timeless, etc., but tiiis is because it is not 
anything specific. This has already been discussed, and simply stated, 
from this point of view the notion of death or impermanence simply 
does not apply. The flip side of this, that of die ordiii;u y, transient 
world, Nirmimaka^'a, etc., is that causality' rings on indefinitely. This is 
an interesting way to look at things, and a very practical, insight-oriented 
way. 

From the point of view of time, cause and effect, things ripple out 
into the universe like drops of water cause ripples in water. This 
process, diat is to say die world and us, has ;dways been empty. If we are 
amlliing, it is a pattern of rippling sensations arising from causes and 
effects and leading to causes and effects. Thus, we send ripples of 
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whatever aiid however we are out into tlie causal future. If we are 
enlightened, that is one aspect of what ripples out into the patterns we 
call time, and these ripples go on without definable end. Teachings of 
reincarnation are getting at tiiis point in their .soine\vhat problematic 
way. Thus, we see tiiat there is something to the Immortality' Models, 
but tiiey iwe not very helpful for doing insight practices except to help 
one appreciate causality. I drink drey are much more useful for training 
in morality, despite their obvious paradigmatic problems. 

One great traditional analogy goes as follows: If you lit a candle, 
then lit ;motiier c;mdle witii tiiat candle and then blew out tiie first one, 
what is transmitted!^ This is causality without a permanent entit}', 
reson;mce without continuity?, an artificial but usef ul recognition of a 
pattern, and notiring more. 

The Traxscexdenci: Modees 
Related to tiie Immortalit\' and Bliss Models, we have tire 
Tr;mscendence Models. These essenti;illy promise that you will have 
tire best of botir worlds: you will get to be in the world while not of tire 
world, be able to enjoy all pleasant things while being immune to pain 
and difficulty, and thus live in a protected state of partial, selective 
transcendence. A lot of people tiy to emulate such a state in tiieir 
practice: when presented witir suffering tiiey either look away from it or 
tiy to make tiieir attention so wide or vague tiiat they don't notice it, and 
when pleasant tilings arise tiiey try to hang on to tiiose experiences and 
expand them. While such a perfectiy natural thing to do, this is the 
exact reverse of insight practice, and yet they may deeply feel that this is 
practicing for die transcendence they have been promised. 

As stated earlier, the predictable and obvious tiutli is that 
ti anscendence is bought at the price of a veiy deep, direct intimacy with 
life, all of life, botii good and bad. Similarly, tiiis deep intimacy witii life 
is bought at the price of transcendence. While everyone nearly 
automatically looks to the good side of both, few consider that 
realization brings a deep, direct experience of all tiiat is painful and ;ilso 
the reluctant understanding of how empty' and ephemeral pleasure is. 
One must be c^u eful here, ^md I don't advocate buying into either 
extreme. Our ordinary lives have all tiiis already, so don't look for 
something that is different from what is going on. Instead, look into your 
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life as it is and see tlie Three Characteristics of it directly, instant by 
instant. This is the gateway to the answer to the strange paradox that all 
this is pointing to. 

The Extinction Models 

On the flip side of the Immortality Models, and somewhat contrary 
to the Transcendence Models, we have the Extinction Models. These 
are essentially a promise that insight practices will either have you never 
be reborn again or will make you non-existent someh()\v in some 
ordinary' sense. The first basic flaw in these models is that they presume 
an entit}' to which diese tilings can occur, which from ;m insight point of 
view is already a problem. Insight practices at tiieir best presume 
emptiness as always having been the case, and so to posit that there is 
something that was reborn flies directiy against their root premises. 
Thus, the notion that there is someone who eitiier will not be reborn 
again or will somehow cease to be (assuming tiiey were "being" before), 
is absurd ^md doesn't belong in tiie language of ultimate wisdom. 
However, page after page. Buddhism promises tiiat there will be no 
more coming into any state of being, no more rebirth, no more self, and 
that somehow this wUl get someone off of the wheel of suffering. 

Here we get into as gray an area as it gets in spiritual language. 
Between tlie weird promises of tire Immort^ilit}' Models and the weird 
promises of tiie Extinction Models, we can really get into paradigmatic 
trouble. Somehow we are sure tiiat one of tiiese must be right, or maybe 
both are, or perhaps neither are, or some other combination we 
currentiy can't conceive of must be the correct one. However, all of 
these models are based upon a fundament;il flaw, tiie misperception of 
sensations and the conclusion based on tiiis misperception that there 
was some sep;u ate, pernijuient us tiiat Al tiiese du;ilistic concepts c;ui 
apply to. There is not, nor has tiieir ever been, tiiough sensations occur 
anyway. It is a convenient, practical, working assumption, a convention, 
a way of speaking, but nothing more. Thus, all of these curious notions 
simply do not apply. Simply practicing and perceiving sensations clearly 
reveals the way out of these paradoxes. 
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The Love Models 

On a completely difiFerent note, there are the Love Models. These 
are hard to relate to any previous category except perhaps the 
Emotional Models, but they essenti;illy invoh e some combination of us 
loving ever^'one, feeling love all the time, becoming Love itself, being 
loved by everyone, or some combination of tiiese. The first two Jire 
commonly found in various references, such as Sri Nisargadatta 
Maharaj's famous quote, "Wisdom tells me I am nothing. Love tells me 
I am everything. Between these two my life flows." 

This is really not a bad quote as cjuotes go, as it tries to encompass 
the apparent paradoxes of spiritual understanding. It is basic;dly a 
restatement of the Tibet;m concept of biil^mcing emptiness and 
compassion, and I like it for tiiis reason. However, lots of people tiiink 
that enlightened beings will be radiating love all the time, walking 
around saying loving things, feel profound love for all things at all times, 
and the like. Unfortunately, things couldn't be further from the truth. 
While it does get sometimes easier to take the \vider world of beings 
into consideration as tire center point is seen through, tiiis is very 
different from walking around in a state of continuous love. 

More sinister, deep, rarely articulated and yet compelling is the 
notion that somehow we will get enlightened and then people will not 
just like us, they \vill love us. Wow, does that one not witiistfmd reality 
testing. Take the histoiy of any of your lavorite spiritual superheroes, 
tiie Buddha, Jesus Christ, St. John of tiie Cross, Rumi, etc. And notice 
the reactions people had to tiiem. The notion tiiat somehow you will be 
embraced, accepted, appreciated, respected, adored, cared for, or even 
Uked by anyone just because of realization is, tragically, just another 
beautiful, delusional dream. In short, think twice before quitting your 
day job or \valldng down the middle of the street in your guru outfit 
proclaiming your realization for ;ill to love. 

Now, it is true tliat you can borrow a lot of pre-programmed respect 
from some people just by ordaining, which, viewed another way, means 
that ordination might get you the respect that your realization should, in 
some idealized universe, provide for you. However, this will be to a 
strangely select audience, and the games you have to paiticipate in to be 
a part of that group are significant. You can also get a lot of respect by 
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getting on some senior teacher list, but tiiere aie subtie forces tiiat tiien 
come to bear that will have you denying a lot of your own humanity 
when in public, thus leading to the shadow sides I mentioned above. 
These points also hint at the Social Models that will follow in a bit. 

The Unity Models 
Related to the Love Models are the Unity Models, those that 
promise a palpable sense of your connection to everything else. This is 
anotiier one of those models that contains some sort of truth, but is in 
fact one far extreme side of the unit^ /extinction paradox. What we 
gener;illy imagine is tiiat we will stay an agent, a sep;u ate, conscious, in- 
control being and yet will be part of everytiiing in some mysterious way, 
such as either feeling everything else at aU times or even more ludicrous, 
being in control of everything else at aU times. I have already spent a lot 
of time on this model in the section cfilled No-Self vs. True Self and in 
previous models, so will move on with the simple statement tiiat those 
that believe in unitive models are missing something fundamental. 

The Social Models 

In die same \'ein as tiie Lo\'e Models ;ue tiie Social Models. These 
tend to in\ c)l\'e all sorts of socifil implications or issues around 
enlightenment. For instance, we may imagine that enlightenment will 
automatically have certain desirable social implications, such as being 
accepted in a particular social role, such as that of a teacher, guide, 
mentor, spiritual friend, guru, leader, avatar, etc. This usually involves 
some poorly defined group of people accepting us. While spiritual 
attainments and unrelated cjualities can sometimes inspire people to 
view us in tiiese ways, tiiere are absolutely no gu^u ^mtees. 

As I have pointed out before, plenty of people witii wisdom have 
been ridiculed, ostracized, persecuted, attacked, jailed and murdered 
when they spoke from that place. In short, any social implications of 
one's realization (assuming one is correct in cbiiniing or belie\iiig it) will 
be at die mercy of ordiii;iry causal reiilit\', just as witii eventliing else, 
and ordiii;uy causal rejilit\' c^ui re^illy suck sometimes. Furtiier, tiie vast 
majority of people don't really have any clue what enlightenment is 
about, don't think that enlightenment really exists today, may not have 
enlightenment as part of their view of what possible or even desirable, 
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or may even find the notion tiiat you tiiink you are enlightened to be a 
threat to their religious beliefs or an indication of your grandiosity, 
arrogance, delusion, or psychosis. Having lived with these issues for 
over a decade, I can tell you that these reactions ;ue as likely to be 
found in the social circles of Buddhism as tiiey are in tiie social circles 
of any otiier meditative or non-meditative religious or non-religious 
tradition. 

Other Social Models involve enlightenment having something to do 
with other people's opinions regarding whether or not we are 
enlightened, meaning tiiat enlightenment is purely a social com ention 
or collective designation and has nothing to do witii realit}' or tire 
individuiils perception of it. In tiiis model, just as we may elect a 
president (or at least believe we are casting votes for one), so it is witii 
enlightenment. This is actually fairly common in a number of Western 
Buddhist circles, including some major retreat centers, in which they all 
bow to the senior teacher list and yet hold the paradigm that no one 
really gets enlightened. While all basically the neurosis of spiritual 
children, there are actually some real, practical truths hidden in this 
model. 

While our direct perception of reality will depend on our practice 
and insights, any attempts at directiy promoting similar insights in others 
will be greatiy helped or hindered by what people think of us, whether 
or not we are given some titie, whether or not a lineage accepts us as a 
teacher in that lineage, imd whether or not tiie concepts and language 
we use to describe and sell our realization fit in witii tire cultural 
expectations and norms of our social circles. Further, there are those 
who falsely think they are enlightened because someone else thinks they 
are, and plenty of people on senior teacher lists that probably shouldn't 
be there. 

One way or another, it is worth examining our deepest beliefs 
regarding tire social implications we imagine will occur when we get 
enlightened or more enlightened. These can have a big impact on our 
practice, our motivation to practice, and what kind of successes and 
failures \ve have in spreading insights around once \ve have insights 
ourselves. Unfortunately, most of our belief s are likely to be somewhat 
unrealistic, springing from the understandable human need for 
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recognition, role, and social status. Again, tire furtlier we find our 
dreams from our current reality, the more we need to look at what is 
happening right now, with those dreams and needs being one small part 
of the tr;msient, causal sensations that are arising and vanishing. 

Stated in practical terms and by way of ex;imple, you could be a 
foreign medic^il grad tliat had ti^uned well in some foreign school, 
completed a good foreign residency, be perfectiy qualified to practice 
from the point of view of knowledge, experience and talent, and yet not 
be allowed to practice in the United States until you had jumped 
tiirough all die hoops. The same problem c;m arise when people go 
outside of a tradition or partially outside it and yet do \'en' good insight 
work. They have tiie knowledge but not tiie social designation. Like the 
Tin Man in the Wizard of Oz who lacks a diploma, tiiose who are 
enlightened who have not gone through standard channels can run into 
problems. That said, it also gives the freedom to speak out without 
woriying about those channels lildng what you say, and there is much 
about the standard channels to speak out about. 

I myself exist in a gray ;u ea like tiiis, as do many modern teachers. I 
have accomplished much using tire techniques of tire Theravada, a 
tradition that explicitly says that only monks can know what I know and 
usually only recognizes monks as lineage holders. This is a cultural and 
social problem, and highlights the tiutii embodied in the social models. 
I suspect there will be a lot more of tiiis as tiie dharma moves into tiie 
modern era ;uid more people are successful. We need to come up with 
solutions to tills problem that neitiier artificially elevate people nor 
artificially prevent them from sharing what is they know that is of benefit 
to others. 

The Three Yanas 
While I am generally a die-hard fan of tiie Theravada, I have a great 
appreciation for much of the rest of Buddhism and the world's other 
great mystical traditions. In that spirit, I offer the following. Traditional 
Tibetan training is broken do\vn into Three Yanas or vehicles: the 
Hinayana, tiie M^iliayana and the Vajrayana. These correspond very 
nicely to tiie needs of practitioners at various stages of the Simple Model 
presented above. 
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The Hinayaiia is a set of techniques and practices tliat closely 
resembles many of the traditional trainings of the Theravada, and these 
are often confused for this reason. (There are some historical 
relationships between the two that I do not wish to go into.) The 
Hinayana's emphasis is on basic moralit}', stabilizing die mind, ;md 
looldng into the Three Characteristics, i.e. all of die fund^miental 
practices and emphases diat I mentioned in Part I. It is designed to get a 
person to the first stage of awakening, i.e. first path, which the Tibetans 
would call third path in the Tibetan Five Path Mode, or attaining the 
first bhunii. 

Getting to the next stage of the simple model or third path in\x)h'es a 
deep appreciation of iiiterconnectedness in real time and a willingness 
to surrender to it. The Mahayana path provides mediods for 
understanding this in abundance with its strong emphasis on helping 
others and on the intrinsic emptiness ("shunyata") of phenomena. The 
Bodhisattva Vow, a fundamental part of the M;iliayana path, not only 
expresses a deep willingness to surrender to and understand 
iiiterconnectedness, but its emphasis on not becoming a full buddlia can 
help people get away from die temptation of purely future -oriented 
goals and grandiose visions of perfection that can still be cjuite a 
challenge at this stage. 

To get to die next stage, one must completely understand the 
intrinsic luminosity' of all phenomena \vitliout exception. The Vajrayana 
patii, witii its emphasis on iiitiiiisic luminosity' ;md T;uitric tecliniciues 
diat work widi die awakened nature of die fullness of die emotional 
range, fits very well with the needs of one trying to gain the final 
understanding that emptiness is form. Dzogchen teachings also expHcitiy 
emphasize inherent luminosity and that all things are of the nature of 
truth. 

I am still a big fan of die Theravada, ob\iously, but I have a strong 
appreciation for die tailored beauty of die Three Yana system of die 
Tibetans. It has an uncanny sophistication to it and is part of what 
happens naturally even if you are following Theravada techniques. I am 
also a big fan of Zen, pai ticularly its strong emphasis on keeping things 
down to Earth, e.g. "After enlightenment, die laundiy." If you learn any 
of these traditions well, you will come to see that they each contain the 
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otliers. As always, it is not tlie tradition tliat is important, but tliat it work 
for you. 

In short, the non-duality models are the only models of awakening 
diat hold up without apology, ciualilication or exception. The rest of the 
models have serious problems, though each may contain some amount 
of tiudi in it, however poorly conveyed. Given sufficient experience of 
the real world, diose who believe in literal interpretations of such 
confused models as the Umited emotional range models and Hmited 
possible action models will either: 

1) Be forced to come to the conclusion that no living being meets 
dieir definitions of enlightenment, 

2) Be forced into a d;u k corner of borderline-psychotic 
rationalizations of what actually happens, or 

3) Be headed for a very rude awakening indeed, to make a bit of a 
bad pun. 

There is only one thing worse in my mind than students getting 
caught up in the dogma of the worst of the models, and that is re;ilized 
teachers getting caught by tiiem. Just as it is disappointing when those 
witii long retreat resumes but no fundamental insight want to encourage 
faith in their beautiful tradition by appearing to know more than they 
actually do, it is doubly disappointing when realized beings can get 
caught in these fallacious models, acting as if they worked in the fantasy- 
land way that most people think they do. I know exactiy where tliey are 
coming from ;md how tempting tiiis is, but I dremi of a day when such 
tilings never happen. The dharma world would be so much better off if 
teachers were honest about what realization is and ain't, both with their 
students and also with themselves. Don't think this sort of dishonesty 
doesn't occur. I have seen some of my very best and most realized 
teachers f;ill into this trap and have also done so myself more times than 
I can count. Learn from tiiose who have had to learn the hard way and 
are willing to admit ffiis. 

Ditching our "Stuff" vs. Dn c hinx; the Split 
While these t\vo models are stated implicitly above, I thought I 
would summarize tiiem again to m;il<.e sure that I have made tiris 
important point clear. There are models of awakening tiiat involve 
getting rid of aU of our "stuff", i.e. our issues, flaws, quirks, pains, 
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negative emotions, traumas, personalities, cultural baggage, childhood 
scars, relationship difficulties, insecurities, fears, strange notions, etc. 
Such models underlie most of the mainstream visions of spiritual 
attainment. 

What is funny is that lots of people spend so much time worldng so 
hard to get rid of Jill tiieir stuff but tiiink tiiat enlightenment, i.e. ditching 
tire illusion of tire dualistic split, is largely unattainable. I have exactiy the 
opposite view, that ditching tire spHt is very attainable but getting rid of 
aU of our stuff is completely impossible. When I hear about those who 
wish to attain a t\'pe of Buddhahood that is defined by not having any 
stuff, I usujilly tiiink to myself that the countless eons they usually chiim 
m e necess;uy to accomplish tiiis ;ue a gross underestimation. The real 
world is about stuff, and enlightenment is about tire real world. 

What is very nice about ditching the spHt, aside from the fact that it 
can be done, is that now we can be friends with our stuff naturally, even 
if it sucks. We can work with it as well as can be expected and from a 
place of great clarity' and understanding. Stage by stage, ditching the split 
makes all tiie slow but necessaiy he;ding so much easier or at least more 
tolerable. Thus, take tire time to work witii your stuff, or try not to, as 
you Uke. Our stuff is here and being dealt vnth anyway. However, 
seriously consider also doing the practices that can ditch the spHt, i.e. 
those that ask us to see the true natiu e of the sensations that make up aU 
of our stuff and our attempts to deal with it. 

Tr}' tiiese two scenarios on for size ;md see which seems to fit with 
your goals for your life, with your vision of a life well lived. In the first, 
imagine working with your stuff as best you can for most of your Hfe, 
never really knowing what is just needless mind noise and mental duress 
caused by a lack of basic clarit}'. In your old age you do the practices 
tiiat lead to re;ilization. The benefits of that level of understanding may 
tiien be used for yourseff and others during the remaining years of your 
life. 

In the second scenario, you take the time early in your spiritual 
practice to attain to realization, following the precise instructions and 
recommendations of a well-developed insight tradition. You tiien use 
tiiat ievei of increased chu it\', acceptance, intimacy with life and 
transcendence to work on your stuff and benefit others for the rest of 
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your life. The second approach seems vastly superior to me, but it is still 
possible that these things are a matter of taste. One way or the other, 
take responsibility for the choice you make. 

The "Nothinc to Do" and "Yoi; are Alrkvdy There" Sc^hools 

On a somewhat different note, I feel tire need to address, which is to 
say shoot down with every bit of rhetorical force I have, the notion 
promoted by some teachers and even traditions that there is nothing to 
do, nothing to accomplish, no goal to obtain, no enlightenment other 
dian the ordinaiy state of being, no practice or tradition diat is of value, 
no techniciue diat will help. The odier side of diis s;une coin is die point 
of view that you already are realized, already there, already completely 
accomplished, and you essentially should be able to just be told this by 
them to understand it for yourself, which, were it true, would have been 
veiy nice of them, except that it is complete bullshit. The Nothing To 
Do School and die You Are Already There School ;ue both basically 
vile extremes on the s^mie basic notion that all effort to attJiin to mastery 
is already missing die point, an error of craving and grasping. They both 
contradict the fundamental premise of this book, namely that there is 
something amazing to attain and understand and that there are specific, 
reproducible methods that can help you do that. 

Here is a detailed analysis of what is wrong with these and related 
perspectives. Some defenders of diese views will claim diat diey are the 
most immediate, most complete, highest and most direct teachings tliat 
one could promote, but I will claim that they do not lead to much that is 
good that cannot be attained by conceptual frameworks that are not 
nearly so problematic or easily misconstrued. 

First, diese notions encourage people to not practice. The defenders 
c;ui say what they like, but ag;iin ;uid ag;iin I see people who subscribe to 
tiiese sorts of notions resting on dieir cleverness and grand posteriors 
and not actually getting it in the same way that my accomplished 
meditator friends get it. It seems so comforting, this notion that you are 
already something that you, in fact, ;ire not, or that there is nothing that 
you could do diat would be useful. 

The notion diat people ;ilready are sometiiing begs tiie (Question: 
What are tiiey? These views tend to imply tiiat tiiey are already 
something such as perfect, enlightened, realized, awakened, or 
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sometliing even worse such as Awareness, Cosmic Consciousness, The 
Atman, an aspect of The Divine, etc. all of which cannot actually be 
found. While Buddhism does sometimes go there, such as using terms 
such as Dharmakaya and Buddha Nature, these are veiy slippery, high 
concepts tiiat were added later and recjuire a ton of explanation and 
practice experience to keep them from becoming the monsters they 
nearly always become in less experienced hands. 

Awakening involves clearly perceiving universal characteristics of 
phenomena. While one can attempt to rest comfortably in the 
intellectual notion that these universal characteristics are there anyway 
and be comforted by teachings such as easily misconstrued statements 
like, "I have gained nothing by complete ;md un-excelled 
enlightenment," tiie whole, core, essential, root point of ;ill tiiis is tiiat 
there is something to be gained by becoming one of the people that can 
actually directiy perceive the true nature of things clearly enough to 
fundamentally change the way reiilit}' is perceived in real-time. The 
straight tiuth is that the vast majority' of people do not start out being 
able to do amtliing even close to tiiis, ;md most are lucky to be able to 
stay witii tiiree breatiis in sequence before wandering off into tiieir 
neurotic crap, much less understand anything liberating about those 
breaths. The notion that everyone already is someone who can perceive 
re^ilit)' the way tiie masters do without effort in real-time is a fantastic 
falsehood. He, untruth, and in short, one great load of apathy-creating 
insanity'. 

If one goes around asking people witiiout very good insight into 
these things, i.e. the unenlightened, about basic dharma points, points 
that are obvious to those who have learned to pay attention well, one 
does not find that e\ eryone ;ilready is a person who is percei\ ing things 
at tiie level tirat makes tiie difference the dharma promises. Furtiier, 
even tiiose of lower levels of enlightenment generally have a hard time 
saying they really are able to perceive the emptiness, luminosity, 
selflessness, causality, transience, ephemeraKty, etc. of reality in real- 
time at all times without having to really do anything. In short, the 
notion that this is as easy as just being what you already are is wildly off 
tiie m;u k, as the vast majorit}- of people are woefuUy underdeveloped on 
the perceptual front in question. 
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Thus, all reality testing reveals tiiat tire two schools are missing a 
very fundamental point: while the universal characteristics are always 
manifesting in all things and at all times, there are those who can 
perceive this well and those who cannot, and meditative training, 
conceptual frameworks, techniciues, teachers, texts, discussions ;md tiie 
like can all contrihute to developing the internal sldlls ^md wiring to be 
able to fully realize what is possible, as tiiousands of practitioners 
throughout the ages have noticed. I myself have knovm before and after, 
meaning that I know what I was capable of perceiving and 
understanding before I underwent meditati\'e training and after, and no 
amount of being fed the concept that I was already as developed as I 
could be, was already enlightened, was ;ilready there, had notiiing to do, 
nothing to develop, was already as clear as I could be, was already 
perfectiy awake, etc. was going to make the difference that practicing for 
thousands of hours over many years did. 

It would be like saying: you are already a concert pi;mist, you just 
have to realize it, or you already are a nuclear physicist, you just have to 
reiilize it, or you Jilready spe;ik eveiy hmguage, you just have to realize it. 
It would be like saying to a two-year old: you already understand 
everytiiing you need to know so stop learning new things now, or to a 
severe paranoid schizophrenic: you already are as sane as anyone and 
do not need to take your medicines and should just follow the voices 
that tell you to kill people, or to a person witii he;u t disease: just keep 
smoldng jmd eating fried pork skins ;md you will be healtiiy, or to an 
illiterate person witii no matii skills who keeps having a hard time 
navigating in the modem world and is constantiy ripped off: no need to 
learn to read and do math, as you are just fine as you are, or saying to a 
greedy, corrupt, corporate-raiding, white-collar criminal. Fascist, 
;ilcoholic wife -beater: hey. Dude, you are a like, beautiful perfect flower 
of die Now Moment, ;ilready enlightened [insert toke here], you are 
doing and not-doing just fine, like wow, so keep up the good work, 
Man. 

Would you let a bHnd and partially paralyzed untrained stroke 
victim perform open-heart surgery on your child based on the notion 
tiiat they already are an accomplished surgeon but just have to realize it? 
Would you follow the dharma teaclirngs of people who feed other 
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people tliis kind of crap? Those who imagine tliat everyone somehow in 
their development already became as clear and perceptive as they could 
be just by being alive is missing something very profound. Do they 
imagine diat you can just remind people of these diings and suddenly all 
wisdom and clarit}' will suddenly appear? This is mind-bogglingly naive. 

I have gained so much diat is good and lost so much diat is bad by 
learning to practice well, learning to concentrate, learning die dieory, 
learning insight practices, going through die organic process of the stages 
over decades, reading the stories, reading about the lives of the great 
practitioners, having dharma conversations with dharma friends, 
debating points, wrestling with difficult concepts and how to apply diem 
to my actual life, teaching, learning, studying, playing with the powers, 
writing, realizing how tilings are, and delving deeply into tiie sensate 
world that I am astounded that anyone would want to try to reduce 
something so grand, wonderful, deep, rich, amazing and profound to 
such a paltry, ridiculous concept as die notion that aU that is already in 
place in ever^'one regardless of what they have done or not done. AU 
tiiose benefits, skills, abilities, powers, states, stages, experiences, 
insights, and fundamental perceptual changes simply were not available 
until I did the work, took the time, participated in the process, and no 
amount of anyone telling me it was otherwise would have helped or 
made it so. 

I know of no exmiples where die necessary' and sufficient causes for 
die iu isiiig of diese benefits did not involve some kind of work. In short, 
I say to diose who persist in promoting tiie Notiiing To Do School and 
the You Are Already There School: STOP IT! You are spreading 
craziness, and this is craziness that many people will not be able to tell is 
craziness, and that appears to include those who promote these ftillacies. 
While I usually do not go so far as to tell people diat there is something 
so deeply wrong witii what tiiey tiiiiik and how tiiey communicate it tiiat 
diey should stop it immediately and forever, this particular point is a 
great example of something I consider abhorrent and worthy of 
profound revision. 

Regardless of any kind intentions, the teachings of these schools 
take a half-truth that seems so ver}' nice and seductive to us neurotic 
practitioners who just can barely stand another achievement trip and 
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have such a hard time witii self-acceptance and turn that distortion into 
sugary poison. There is no need to tie the three useful concepts of 1) 
no-self, 2) self-acceptance in the ordinary sense, and 3) the notion that 
the sensations that lead to underst;mding if clearly perceived over and 
over again are manifesting right here, right now, to such a per\'ersely 
twisted yet seemingly benign and similar concepts as the ones they 
unfortunately promote. 

Final Points 

Spirituality' tiiat ignores or covers up our inevitable dark or 
undesirable sides is doomed to be bitten and burned by tliem. Models 
of realization that involve high ideals of human perfection have caused 
so much dejection, despair and misguided effort throughout the ages 
that I have no qualms about doing my very best to try to smash them to 
pieces on die sh;up rocks of realit}'. They are not completely useless, 
and tiiere is some vAue in keeping the standards to which we aspire 
high as we will see in tiie next chapter, but most of the time are taken 
way too seriously to be helpful at all. 

It is clear that those who adhere the most rigidly to the self- 
perfection models of enlightenment are also very often those who 
believe enlightenment is the least attiiinable and feel the most 
disempowered in their practice ;md spiritual life. Not surprisingly, tiiose 
witii the highest st;mdards for what re;ilization will entiiil often have the 
lowest standards for tiieir own practice and what tiiey hope to actually 
attain in this lifetime. They are the armchair quarterbacks of the 
spiritual path. Becoming grandiose about aspiring to a high ideal seems 
to be a common coping mechanism for dealing with a lack of 
confidence and insight. As Christopher Titmuss, one of my best and 
most honest teachers, often says, "We do not come from a self- 
perfection lineage." There are tiiose who do explicitiy come from self- 
perfection lineages. I wish them good luck. They'll need it. 
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31. So What's "Full Enlightenment"? * 

This has heen a source of considerahle dehate, conhision and 
division in Buddhism, particularly hetween die diree main traditions of 
the Theravada, Tihet^m, and Zen. I lun going to jump into tiie fray, as is 
my typical style, but realize tiiat it is going to be a messy business. These 
debates tend to boil down to arahats vs. buddhas, a distinction I hope to 
make clear shortly. Zen is largely on the side of buddhas, though their 
intriguing vagueness on the subject can at times make it somewhat 
uncertain what they mean by "buddha." Most of die time the Zen kids 
actually seem to mean "araliat" when tiiey say "buddha," tiiough I 
wouldn't go around saying tiiat if you want to be liked. In my more 
cynical moments, I think their models end at stream entry. On the other 
hand, the most mythological descriptions of arahats in the Theravada 
are often closer to the stylized descriptions of buddhas, so the problem 
is obviously widespread and goes botii ways. All kinds of absurd 
tensions imd divisions have juisen ju ound tiiis one point between tiie 
Theravada and tire Maliayana when, at least in terms of actual dogma, 
there is really no conflict How these ideals relate to non-Buddhist 
traditions is complex, and I offer the simple notion that these things aU 
converge rather than diverge at this level. 

The Theravada clearly acknowledges tiiat an araliat is a stage below 
buddh;iliood, and nouveau Tibetans seem particularly gleeful at tiiis. 
(To digress again for just a moment, tiiere is an apocryphal and absurd 
story in circulation that when the teachings on emptiness were first 
given, a large number of arahats dropped dead of heart attacks. This 
tends to cause conceited laughter and smiles on the faces of nouveau 
Tibetjm Buddhists, which is about as sick a reaction as I can imagine. 
When will tiiis sort of vile and absurd defamation of otiier v;iluable 
traditions end?) The aialiat has attained to tiie complete and utter 
elimination of the illusions of permanence, satisfactoriness, and duality 
(separate self), and now perceives reality non-duaKsticaUy. They know 
the joy and clarity? of freedom, as well as the fullness of their humanity. 
Thus, the notion tiiat an arahat is "self-realized" is an oxymoron 
perpetuated by regular morons. 



So What's "Full Enlightenment".'' 

Araliatship may correlate witli tire 6''' bhumi or tire 8^'' bhumi in tire 
Tibetan model, depending on the sources of information. There are 
also reasons to associate it with the 10* bhumi, but I digress. Some 
Tibetan Buddhists will tell you that the four paths and the ten bhumis 
are two divergent tracks of awakening, but this is a load of ecjuine 
excrement. Ditching die split is ditching die split, imd die rest is gravy. 
Enlightenment is exacdy the same regardless of die tradition one 
followed to attain it. This is non-negotiable, and those who say otherwise 
are merely doing so for recruiting purposes or because they don't know 
any better or both. 

However, it is clearly stated by both traditions that araliats may not 
have completely integrated their understanding into dieir life and so 
may not have eliminated all "unskillful" residual habits, altiiough 
defining "unskillful" here is as problematic as defining "appropriate." 
There are many stories in The Vrnava and in modern times about 
ai ahats behaving in strange ways, and this goes ten times for buddhas in 
the Mahayana and Vajrayaiia literature and today. 

Regardless of how you define "unskillful," eliminating ;ill "unskillful" 
residual habits is sometimes seen as such an undertaking that many 
schools of Buddhism hold it to be an absurd and impractical ideal. 
However, there is some place for such high standards if they are 
supplemented with a very big dose of reality, patience and a sense of 
humor. 

Buddhas are defined as having mastered all of die conceiiti ation 
states and psychic powers, whereas araliats may or may not have. (It 
should be noted that even unenlightened beings can master almost all of 
the psychic powers and all of the concentration states.) Buddhas are 
defined as having understood the teachings and the truth of things "to 
the very end," whereas araliats have just fuUy understood these. The 
distinction here is lost on me. 

Further, botii sides also state clearly diat there are bodliisattvas tiiat 
may one day become buddhas. Again, to stick around requires being 
nothing but empty awareness or dharmakaya (in True Self terms), as 
this is all that is permanent but not a thing or localized in a specific 
place, etc. as before. This understiuiding is clearly present in araliats, 
bodhisattvas of the 8th bhumi and above, and buddhas. Thus, this 
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whole bodhisattva tiling and all tlie talk of tlie Buddha manifesting as a 
bodhisattva is just a skillful True Self or dharmakaya teaching, as before, 
and not actually in conflict with the Theravada except to those who 
misunderstand what these teachings are really talking about. 

It is this sort of confusion that starts all sorts of absurd and 
completely useless conversations about rebirdi diat take away time from 
real practice and useful inquiry. All talk of Buddha Nature is actually 
this same True Self teaching, as before. Balanced and strong 
understanding of both emptiness and compassion is vital for 
understanding the Middle Way ;md for benefiting others, and this point 
is found in all the Buddhist traditions of which I am aware. 

Remember how, in the beginning of P;u t II, I stated tliat die point of 
all of diis is to become a master of die relative and die ultimate? When 
one becomes an arahat, which could from one point of view be 
considered becoming a master of the ultimate, then the relative world of 
phenomena is fully understood to also be the ultimate. This then 
naturally brings in die ideal of Buddh^iliood as die next logical standard 
to aspire to, as suddenly one cannot tiuly be a master of die ultimate 
widiout also being a master of die relative. Go become an araliat and 
see for yourself what conclusion you draw from your experience. 

There is a story of a Thai arahat that took Bodhisattva Vows. In 
doing so, he pissed off lots of die-hard Theravada ftms, ^md many began 
to diiiik that he must not have actually been an arahat. Again, this is a 
fairly sick reaction to a beautiful and noble acknowledgement diat we 
can always learn more about how to make a positive difference in tiiis 
world. 

Remember long ago when I mentioned that the first training was 
also the last triiining? We must continue to find sldllful \vays to live in 
die world after realizations, just like e\'en'one else. On the odier hand, 
die attainment of ar^iliatship is die fin;d understanding that the whole 
process is simply happening by itself, so whatever progress occurs 
towards buddhahood and living well in the world, however defined, is 
from that point on completely natural and inevitable. On reading the 
old texts, it becomes veiy clear that not only do araliats have lots left to 
learn about li\'ing in the ordinaiy world, but so did the Buddha. He was 
constandy learning more and more about teaching, dealing with people. 
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and running a big organization. In short, don't imagine tiiat you will ever 
be saved from having to learn how to live well in the world. It is an 
endless undertaking. 

In the end, it must reluctantly be conceded that lin;il and hill 
enlightenment invok es the death of a highly enlightened being, 
sometiiing called "paranin ima" or "nirvana witliout remainder." I don't 
mean to be needlessly morbid, but while tliere is still a body and a mind 
there is still suffering as our old friend Sid the Buddha defined it, and 
thus it is not until a highly enlightened being dies that the whole process 
is completed. This is not meant in any way to promote the suicide of 
highly enlightened beings, but simply to acknowledge the implications of 
being born And to be doctiinally correct. 

However, this again falls prey to tire interconnectedness vs. 
complete transcendence debates just as the arahat vs. Buddha debates 
do, so from a certain point of view the question of what is fuU 
enlightenment cannot be answered \vithout aU beings getting enlightened 
and tiien dying. This is oln iously unlikely to occur any time soon. 
However, from another point of view ;ill beings are already enlightened 
but have yet to realize it, and tiius tire debate is meaningless. Thus, you 
now have some understanding of why these ridiculous debates have 
been around for so long and why I obviously am not going to resolve 
them here. As \vith all logic;il systems that involve ftilse assumptions of 
dualit}' (which they all do), any argument taken far enough eitiier goes in 
circles, contradicts itself or both. Put your time into clear practice and 
not into drinking about tirese tirings too much. 
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32.INTEGRATION* 

A friend of mine read through an earlier version of diis work and 
commented diat diere was ver}? litde in this book on integration, die 
process by which one's Ufe comes to be a natural reflection of one's 
insights. I replied diat I would write sometiiing about integration when I 
knew something about it, which he thought was funny, particularly 
knowing me. However, over the years I have learned a few things about 
the endlessly complex, mysterious and yet strangely ordinary topic of 
integration imd about li\dng in the world during ;md in die wake of 
insights. There are many sources, such as A Path With Heart and After 
tire Ecstasv, the Laundry, botii by Jack Kornfield, tiiat do a much better 
treatement of the issue than what follows, but hopefully some of these 
simple points will be of use. 

The first point is one that I have made iniplicitiy above, but will 
make explicit here: Go ahead and get some deep insight to integrate in 
die hist place. I have lots of friends on die spiritual path that seem to be 
doing work diat I associate widi integration when tiiey don't yet have any 
fundamental insight to integrate. This seems to be very strange way to 
go, if you ask me. They seem to be working on their stuff without the 
clarity and perspective that comes from realizations into the truth of 
things. Go get enlightened! Become a stream enterer at the very least 
and preferably become an ar^iliat. Without tiiese realizations, it is ver^r 
hard to determine what needs work and what is just excessive delusion 
and mind noise created by the illusion of duality that still remains. 

Thus, when on retreat or doing formal practice, think carefully 
about what you want to achieve. Do you want to work on your stuff or 
work on fundanientiil insights? Realize tiiat it might not be easy to do 
eitiier, ;md so might be very hard to do both simultaneously. Do you 
want to gain deep insights and tiien work on your stuff from tiiat 
foundation of basic clarity, or do you want to work on your stuff until, 
until, until when? Until you don't have any stuff? Good luck! 

That brings me to the second point, which is to pick your batties. 
We can't do ever^'tiiing. We can't have it all. We simply don't have the 
time or die energy'. Spiritu;il technology' will not change tiiese simple 
facts of life. We can only be working on so many tilings at once and still 
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do any of tliem well. We need breaks, downtime, and balance. 
However, if we are wise and discerning, we can craft a set of priorities 
for ourselves that honors our unique spiritual needs, relationship needs, 
caieer needs, rec reational needs, and family needs, as well as the needs 
of others. We can do this in a way that is realistic and allo\vs us to keep 
m;ddng good use of our life without burning out or stagnating. No one 
can ever tell you exactiy how to do tiiis. You have your own needs and 
life situation. Work with it as best you can. 

The third point about integration and living in the world that I have 
had to learn the h;uxl way is a concept tiiat I recently heard articulated 
yery well by my friend Tom in tiie phrase, "Right plane, right time," 
which was his way of saying, "Use the correct conceptu;il ;md 
paradigmatic framework for tire correct situation." Like tire simple lists 
of Part I, this phrase could be the basis of an entire book (see the 
difficult but excellent The Spectrum of Consciousness, by Ken Wilber, 
which spends a lot of time explaining how to keep our p;u adigms 
straight and not mix them up). From tiie point of view of integration, it 
basic;illy me;ms tiiat one generally should use a way of approaching a 
situation or problem tiiat fits witii tiiat situation or problem. One should 
be conscious of the conceptual frameworks that one uses when 
approaching each aspect of one's Hfe, as some conceptual frameworks 
or w ays of being may not be helpful or appropriate for certain situations. 
I will illustrate this by way of some examples. 

When doing insight practices, is it useful to assume a few tilings. 
One should assume tiiat no such tiling as a body exists, nor does a mind 
exist, nor are there natural boundaries inherent in sensations. There are 
sensations that arise and pass quickly, are not able to satisfy due to the 
illusion of dualit}', juid are "empU ," meaning that they imply no self or 
separateness that is in coiitiol. It is not all tiiat useful to get overly 
concerned witii what tiiese sensations actually are or why they arose. 

When doing just about everytiiing else, tiiis way of proceeding may 
cause gigantic problems. For instance, when driving a car, one must 
assume that one's car is a separate entity, one that should not collide 
witii die otiier cars on the road. One must assume solidit\' and tiiat one 
is in control of one's car, one must pay attention to the edges of specific 
things, and be caref ul about the details of one's driving environment. 
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one's destination, and die rules of die road. For "real world" problems, 
I have found diat "real world" solutions are tiie way to go. Right plane, 
right time. It must also be said that paying more attention to our sensate 
world helps both with insight practices and the "daily life." 

Another example to contrast with the paradigm useful in insight 
practices is in human relationships. Imagine someone saying to you, 
"You are so empty. You are so unsatisfactory. You are so transient." It 
just doesn't work. Imagine going into a bank at which you have recentiy 
overdrawn your account and saying, "I do not exist as a separate entity. 
There is no T or 'mine' that can be found. Thus, ;ill of tiiis talk of me 
owing you something is nonsense. We are interdependent luminosity." 
This just doesn't fly. Right plane, right time. These ;u e ridiculous 
examples, but if you hang out in spiritual scenes and pay attention to tire 
conceptual frameworks people use and when they use them, you will 
find numerous similar errors in judgment. 

These examples also illustrate the important concept of being 
careful when t;illdng about one's practice. Chose tiie correct words or 
degree of silence for tiie people around you jmd tiie situations in which 
you find yourself, particularly soon after dramatic occurrences. I can't 
tell you the number of times I have looked like a completely 
inconsiderate nutcase when I opened my big flapping pie-hole to the 
wrong people soon after some intense insight or rapture had occurred. 
As a dead French occultist once said, "To tell someone sometiiiiig tiiey 
c;m't underst;uid is as bad as telling tiieni a lie." Wise words. Cultivate a 
network of friends witii whom you can share tiiese tilings, or keep a 
diary if this is not practical, or both. There is something helpful about 
being able to talk about unusual things in a safe and appropriate context. 

It is not uncommon for people who get deeply into practice to 
encounter two issues: tiiat it is difficult to le^u ii to go easily between one 
way of being and another, from one conceptu;il fr;uiiework ^md aiiotiier, 
and that practice and "tiie world" seem to be in direct conflict. Given 
our basic duaHstic illusion, it often seems that we must let things go in 
some sort of literal sense, such as quitting a job, in order to "let it go" in 
the insight sense, to see the true nature of the sensations that make up 
die process. This is obviously not true, but such erroneous logic can be 
very tempting. 
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As to tlie rest of integration, well, if we have insights to integrate, it 
just seems to happen. That's about the best I can do. Life happens as 
before, and so it goes. We grow, we learn, we get sick and we die. To 
quote a song from a Bogart movie, "The fundamental things apply as 
time goes by." Go ;md read some extensive book on the subject ^md tell 
me whether or not it basically s;ud the s;une diing while using a whole 
lot more words to do so. Still, such books can be helpful. 
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33. It is Possible! 

So why am I mentioning all of these states and stages that are 
thought hy many to he largely mytliical and unattainahle? Because tiiey 
are ahsolutely otiierwise, tliat's why. People do attjun tiiese states today, 
tliough tliey tend to only talk about tiiem to tiieir teachers and to close 
fiiends who have enough experience in this stuff to understand and not 
have odd reactions to these disclosures. I assure you that I wouldn't 
have bothered writing all of this if I didn't think that it was possible for 
those reading this book to master titis stuff. 

A friend of mine was on a retreat in Burma ;md had attained to 
second patii as confirmed by U Pandita. He was finally done witii his 
retreat and was taken to the airport by one of the people who helped to 
run the monastery, who incidentally was a stream enterer. As my friend 
was leaving, he yeUed to him across the terminal, "Come back for 
number tiiree!" meaning, "Come back and attain tiiird patii!" Note the 
many ways in which what underlies tiris statement differs from tiie 
pai adigm you would likely find in your basic Western Buddhist. 

First, most Western Buddhists don't really believe that after a few 
months of good practice you could get enlightened or more 
enlightened. They do not believe it is simply a matter of following 
simple insti uctions, moving through the clearly defined insights and 
tagging a path. In fiict, I often tell tiiis stor}? to Western Buddhists, many 
of whom have been on numerous insight retreats lead by teachers 
trained by the best Burmese masters, and they say things Uke, "What do 
you mean, 'third path'?" It makes me want to scream when they don't 
even know the basic dogma of enlightenment, much less anything 
practical about it. Most Western teachers wouldn't have tiie guts to 
stimd up And say, "Yeiili, he did it, he got second path" (assuming tiiey 
would even been in a position to evaluate such a person's practice). 
Even if they did, it would likely be a huge, taboo secret. Here's my 
point: it can be done, it is done, it can be done, and there are people 
who can help you do it! 

Practice, practice, practice! This is die big difference between tiiose 
who are merely into giving lip ser\dce to Buddhism and those who really 
get what tiie old boy was talking about. Go on reti eats and actually 
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follow tlie instructions to tiie letter all day long. Find people who know 
how it is done and hang out with them. Keep it simple. Avoid magical 
thinking and abandoning common sense. 

The simple fact that you have read this book means that the ball is 
now in your court. There is more than enough information presented 
here on sti^iightfonvard technicjues tliat have a great track record of 
performing as advertised. As a large and wise chef in a gourmet seafood 
restaurant once said to me, "I have two words for you: perseverance 
furthers." 
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34.M0RE ON THE "Mushroom Factor"* 

One of the reasons that more people who make progress do not talk 
ahout progress could he die fact diat, as practice deepens, die 
exaggerated iniport;mce to die meditator of thoughts of "my 
attainment," "I am enlightened," etc. gradually falls away and assumes its 
proper proportion, its proper place in things. However, this does not 
mean that such language cannot be used. While there may routinely be 
no good reasons to talk about attainments, or even good reasons not to, 
there is a long and glorious tradition of compassionate meditation 
masters and enlightened beings who braved die conseciuences and told 
die world that it could be done, diat diey had done it, and diey were 
going to tell all of those who hadn't how they could do it too. The 
results of this varied from founding major religions to being executed or 
both, but such ;ire the caprices of reality?. 

It is interesting tiiat Buddhism started out ver}' much as a tradition in 
which those who were highly attained were often loudly proclaimed to 
be so by diemselves and odiers widi die specific details of dieir skills 
and understandings made clear. The motivation for this was that such 
individuals were valuable resources for others and this should be known 
for the benefit of all. This widespread cultural phenomenon of 
meditation masters being "out" is abundantiy clear in die ancient texts, 
and occurs to varying degrees in Asian countries today. 

In die West, die situation is often remarkably different from diis 
early practice. There seem to be two basic styles of code used when 
advertising dharma teachers. The first is to simply use a grand tide such 
as, "Wazoo Tulku, Supreme and Luminous Dharma King." The 
second type of code is in the st}de of a resume for a job, "Jane R;iinbow 
is die autiior of tiiree books. She has been teaching meditation for f 7 
years internationally and is a member of die Buddhist Flower Society." 
Notice that neither of these bios tells you anything about: 
what they may actually know 
which traditions they draw from 

their attitude towards scholarship and die standard dogmas 
which tecliniciues they ivce masters of or teach 
what they have attained or claim to have attained 
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what their personality is Hke 

what their strengths and weaknesses as a teacher and person are 
who trained them 

the lineage or lineages hy which tliey are claimed 

their level of availahilit^' to their students (though "teaches 

internation;illy" is often an ominous clue) 

why it is tliat they teach 

what they expect from their students, particularly as regards 

money, vows and exclusive loyalty 
• how many students they already have 

whether or not they will talk ahout real practice direcdy 

if you run into tiouhle with them, is there a governing 

organization that can address diis 
What is astounding is how few students will ever ask their teachers 
about any of these specific practical issues. These are the questions that 
should be initially considered when seeking a teacher, and yet you 
almost never see diem addressed on a retreat center brochure. Imagine 
a university' where none of die prof essors would tell you about dieir 
research, who funds dieir work, where tiiey got dieir degree, what 
courses they teach, who taught them, what their specialty is, or even why 
they Hke being professors. That would be just a bit strange, wouldn't it? 
This sort of information is typically available for public consumption on 
die university web page. 

There is somediing veiy b;danced ^md reasonable about diis. When 
I see a presentation at die school I currentiy attend, someone generally 
tells you exactiy who the person is, what they are working on, highlights 
of what they have published in the past, and what positions and degrees 
they currendy hold, and why they are qualified to speak on the topic of 
the day. Perhaps I am particularly naive and idealistic, but I imagine a 
spiritu;il world where this \vould be standiuxl practice as well. I dre;uii 
that tills would simultaneously cut down on otiierworldly spiritual ideals, 
provide faith that it can be done, demystify tiie process of awakening, 
and bring the whole thing back down to earth. There is obviously a long 
\vay to go before such a dream is likely to be a reality, but hopefully this 
Htde book will be one small step towards that. There are cool things our 
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minds can do and perceive, and diere are definable techniques drat lead 
to those cool things. Why does is have to be more complex than that? 

In my more cynical moments, I have sometimes thought that 
Western teacher bios could just as easily read, "J;me is a Sagittarius from 
California. Her favorite color is turcjuoise and she is a mediocre chef," 
or "Wazoo is old and of subst^mti^il girdi. His favorite movie is 'Animjil 
House.'" These would give you about as much practical information as 
most teacher bios do in the West. 

Obviously, the assumption is that if they have been practicing for so 
many years, have a fancy name, or if someone let them publish a book 
or teach internation;illy, then they must be in some generic way a good 
teacher of something. There may also be the unspoken assumption tiiat 
tiiere is some unnamed but reliable body of evaluators of teachers 
somewhere that have checked the person out. Either of these may or 
may not be true, and some traditions do a much better job of being 
clear and honest about these things than others do. 

Some odier reasons that more people don't talk about master^' 
when it actually happens or cle;u"ly advertise tiiemselves ;u e tiiat tiiey 
don't want to make otiiers jealous or intimidated. Also, talking about the 
stages of insight practice can sound quite outrageous and bizarre. 
Further, with clarity comes mystery, and sometimes it can seem 
inappropriate to talk about sometiiing tiiat cm sometimes seem so 
slipper}' and sometimes e\'en uncertain. The late, great Achaan Chah 
once stated tiiat even araliats could sometimes be unsure about whether 
or not tiiey are araliats. (Otiiers, including one of my favorite teachers, 
have said that all arahats are always sure they are arahats. This second 
view is a bit extreme, and is a limited possible thought model. You 
know what I think of those!) 

Thus, a major reason for secrecy or codes seems to be self- 
presen ation, tiiough not in tiie sense of "ego" presen ation. These are 
kind motives, but they also perpetuate the atmosphere of secrecy and 
confusion so present in the modem mystical world. The unfortunate 
truth is that talking about attainments tends to cause many more 
unhelpful reactions than helpful ones. It tends to isolate the person who 
has attained these things, cause people to think of tiieni as way too 
wonderf ul or completely nuts (or both) and generally project all sorts of 
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naive and unhelpful tilings onto tliem, such as a limited emotional range 
model or even worse a Hmited possible action model. This can create 
situations that foster the abuse of sex, money, drugs, and power that 
seem to plague giuus and other spiritual teachers with some regularity. 
Freud would have had a field day widi diis. 

As regards die bizarre and fantastic projections diat ai e commonly 
associated widi teachers, gurus, and all other potentially enlightened 
beings, they tend to arise because there is not enough vndespread 
information on how misleading the limited emotional range models are 
and what preposterous junk die limited possible action models are, not 
to mention the lack of information on the absurditA' of the wide range of 
odier magical attributes diat ;u e imagined to arise from simply ceasing to 
identify with ordinary phenomena. I considered writing a whole chapter 
called "Adults in Fantasyland," but hopefully the preceding sentence will 
do the trick. 

This lack of information on the ordinariness of re^ilized individuals 
creates a viscous cycle in which those who luiow don't say, "I am 
enlightened and ordiii;uy," because if tiiey do tiieii tiiey will be \dewed 
in very strange ways despite what tiiey say; and, because they don't tell, 
no one but them knows. Thus, the strong potential for nonsensical 
projections and reactions remains. While sometimes the masses are fed 
manure and kept in tiie dark, if they are fed notiiing at ;ill tiieii tiiey will 
often invent manure to feed themselves. No one is happy to learn tiiat 
perfection in some ordinaiy sense is impossible, ;md some will continue 
to seek die perfect guru, community or even self for years despite the 
fact that such things do not exist. 

I have few qualms about blaming those who currentiy do know for 
not doing more to debunk tiiese myths and for not being willing to 
speak out loudly against the large amount of nonsensical, niagic;il 
tiiinldng tiiat is out tiiere, though I c;ui just as easily uiiderstjmd why tiiey 
may not be in any mood to take tiie heat. As tilings currentiy stand, all 
the attention and confusion that can come from revealing one's wisdom 
and understanding can often not seem to be worth it, despite how much 
one may want to help others. This c;ui be particularly true if one does 
not want to be a guru or member of the Dharma Jet Set but just wants to 
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help people learn tliis stuff without becoming some kind of odd object 
of obsessive adoration or criticism. 

It seems that you can only help those with very clear, strong, and 
noble motivations who are willing to actually listen and also be 
intelligent ;md re;ilistic about their relationship to you as a fellow human 
being ;md widi whom your personality' seems to lit liiirly well. Furdier, 
you can only help tlrose who will actually practice, engage and inquire. 
This turns out to be a very small group most of the time. You could also 
say that you can only teach those who didn't really need you to teach 
them in tlie first place, as they were going to do it am way. 

It is possible, tiiough not necessarily advisable, to drop all Idnds of 
re;illy ghuing ;md even tacky hints that one has attiiined to mastery of 
some aspect of tire amazing states and stages of tire spiritual patii and yet 
have no one show even the slightest sign that they have picked up on 
them. Even more bizarre is how few people, having been directiy and 
unambiguously told that they are around someone who has attained to 
some deep level of master}' of this stuff by standard metiiods, will 
actufilly ask reasonable (juestions about how they could do tiie s;mie. 
Even more surprising is how few of tiiose who do ask good questions 
win then use this practical information wisely. As BiU Hamilton put it, "I 
have a treasure of infinite value that nobody wants." He was only barely 
exaggerating, even as reg;uxls m;my of those who consider themselves 
"meditators" and "Buddhists." 

Thus, out of practiced self-preseivation and a reluctant respect for 
the fact tliat most people seem not to want to hear about actual mastery 
of this stuff, the majority of those who do master concentration and/or 
insight practices tend to not talk about it, or only to a very few (see 
Saints and Psvchopaths . by Bill Hamilton, for an interesting discussion 
of some of these issues, particularly the eticjuette of enlightenment). All 
this contiibutes to tiie "Mushroom Factor." 

Lastiy, tiiere seems to be a somewhat odd lack of support for up- 
and-coming potential teachers. One of my friends has commented that 
it can be much easier to get enlightened than to get "Uneaged," i.e. 
officially acknowledged that you are a ciualified teacher ^md a reasonable 
enough person to be allo\ved to teach, have students referred to you, be 
a part of the monitoring process that keeps teachers on the up and up. 
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and that sort of tiling. Two of my very best, most dedicated and 
accessible teachers were not officially sanctioned, despite their high 
attainments, great teaching ability and extensive knowledge of spiritual 
practice. Also, there often seems to be little clear articulation of roles 
that occupy the middle ground, little well developed sense of 
apprenticeship, little sense of intermediate territoiy beUveen full}' 
Irneaged teacher and student. The degree of tliese issues varies by 
tradition. 

It is true that there are some good reasons why the senior teaching 
establishments fire slow or reluctant to allow new teachers into the 
ciuefully guiu^ded inner circles. There are certJiin individuals who 
possess the mastery needed to be a teacher but jue not good choices for 
otlier reasons, witli mental patliology and odd personality traits being 
chief among them. There are those whose political skills have been such 
that they have managed to get sanctioned despite the fact that they were 
not (lualified to teach at the level they ckiimed they could, with 
predictable associated problems following suit. 

However, current senior teachers, ni;my of which are the first 
generation of Westerners to be so, do not yet seem to be quite as 
comfortable giving sanction to new teachers as their Asian teachers 
tended to be giving sanction to them. Perhaps this will correct itself 
given time, as there is a lot of unused talent out there and a lot of unmet 
demand for audientic teachers. On tlie odier hand, making a living as a 
teacher c;m be liiuxl, ^md who needs more competition for scarce 
donations or seats on tlie front platform at overbooked meditation 
centers? 

It is also true that numerous meditation traditions that have come to 
die West have many people teaching in them without the foggiest idea 
diat diey are not at ;ill ([uiilified to do so. The old texts state that one 
should have at least crossed die A&P Event to teach, though in die 
tradition I come from diey consider second path as die standard 
rninimum requirement for any sort of teaching. Basically, chancing into 
a path is impressive, but being able to tag another one demonstrates 
reproducible competence. I again blame the Mushroom Factor for this, 
as I suspect diat if people luiew what reasonable st^mdards are for 
teachers and that there are actually those who meet these, many would 
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tlien realize tliat tliey simply shouldn't be teaching and bow out 
gracehally. 

Beyond this, there are also good reasons to question the very 
concepts of "teacher" and "student" and the disturbing and often 
unquestioned rigidit}' with whic h they are sometimes applied. One 
person may have an understanding tliat diey sh^u e widi someone else 
and then turn around and ask diem a question about somediing drat die 
person who was a "student" just moments before is skilled in. I have 
come to the conclusion that some of the best teaching happens in 
conversations bet\veen friends and not in the context of veiy short, 
formal interviews with Uneaged teachers who have just flown in for the 
week. 

The climate of secrecy surrounding conversations about mastery of 
these things, restrictive lineage issues and the rarity of engaging in long, 
deep conversations with harried and over committed Jet Set Dharma 
Teachers combine to create what I term the "Dharma Underground." 
This refers to loose associations of those who are "in the luiow" but not 
offici;dly sanctioned who cautiously seek one ;uiodier out, support one 
anodier, and exchange ideas about how to go deeper in ways that have 
everything to do with friendship and empowerment and Httie to do with 
formal lineages or rigid concepts of "teacher" and "student." 

Often such conversations occur in "silent" retreat centers or in other 
ways that invok e brealdiig some of the rules that may be helpful from 
one perspective but ;ilso defend die semi-arbitrary privileges of the 
lineaged elite while disenipowering and marginalizing otiiers widi 
valuable and accurate knowledge and experience to share. Interestingly, 
when reading the old texts I often get the feeling that a significantiy more 
egaUtaiian, balanced, and friendly style was much more die model that 
occurred in the early Buddhist community, and I often long for its 
return. 

It is interesting that, unlike Tantric traditions and many otiiers, die 
Theravada does not have any formal vows of secrecy regarding die 
details of mastery of its practices. Perhaps they would just be needless 
overkill. 
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35.S0 Who The Heck Is Daniel M. Ingram? 

I suppose that if I am going to rant about how most dharma teachers 
do not do a good job of clearly stating what diey luiow, what they teach, 
etc. dien I should tiy to avoid being a complete hypocrite and thus 
answer some of diose questions here. 

Here's my Western Teacher Bio the way I would have it on a 
retreat center brochure: "Daniel is a Double Aquarian from North 
Carolina who prefers to be called 'Dharma Dan,' 'dude' or simply 
'Honored Archmystic, Sir.' His favorite movie is 'Raising Arizona.'" Just 
kidding! 

Let's try drat again: "Daniel is an extroverted Gen X intellectual. He 
is known for his pronounced enthusiasm, lip-flapping, grandiosity, 
eccentricity, and calling people on their stuff and shadow sides 
regardless of whether or not this is helpful or even accurate. He is an 
araliat and has a solid master}' of die basic concentration states from the 
first jhana to Nirodlia Saniapatti, including die Pure Limdjli^mas. He 
also has a solid knowledge of Buddhist tiieory and tlie texts, and 
because of these three areas of expertise considers himself a qualified 
teacher. He was also authorized and encouraged to teach by a lineaged 
abbot of the Mahasi Sa^'adaw tradition. When it comes to insight 
practices, he has standards so high, exacting, and uncompromising that 
only tiiose who are dedicated practitioners are likely to find them 
helpful. On die otiier hand, he is a firm believer tiiat il people simply 
practice the basic techniques recommended by the Buddha they can be 
very successful and awakened meditators. He is one of the rare teachers 
who vnU talk about insight directiy and answer nearly any question about 
dharma practice witiiout using code, covering things up or watering 
tilings down. Daniel is a dieli;u"d M;iliasi Sayadaw fan, tiiough he is ver}' 
happy whenever he sees people tiying to master any of die world's great 
mystical traditions and thus considers himself a pan-mystical evangelist 
He is also a chronic map-monger and technique freak because he has 
had them work very well for him. He does not claim to have an}' special 
knowledge of how to live skillfully in the conventional world, but has 
found diat a positive attitude, non-pretentious kindness, and a sense of 
humor will take you a long way. If you imagine tiiat you want to bust out 
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some hardcore practice but are in fact just looking f or a daddy, shrink, 
social worker, or someone to help you prop up your self-esteem, Daniel 
is unHkely at this stage in his development to be the best person to help 
you meet your needs. He considers himself to be one badass Dh;mna 
Cowboy and prefers similar company or at least those who aspire to be 
so." 

I dare, no, I double dare any odier teacher to be drat honest when 
writing their next bio, not that they are likely to be given enough space 
to disclose anything resembling this much honest and practical 
information. A few more things: I crossed the Arising and Passing Away 
when I was about 15 and did it agiiin about 4 more times by my 
recollection over tiie next 10 yeju s witliout form;il practice, technique or 
guidance. I attained to stream entry at tire end of tire first week of my 
fourth retreat on January 13*, 1996 in Bodh Gaya, India, in the Thai 
Monastery. I also crossed the Arising and Passing Away of second path 
on that retreat. I attained second path in daily life while worldng at the 
National AIDS Hotline \vith tire CDC in July, 1996. I was in tiie break 
room just hanging out. I attained to Third Path tow;uxls tiie end of 1 996, 
also in daily life, after a retreat a few weeks before where I crossed tire 
Arising and Passing Away of that cycle. I attained to Nirodha Samapatti 
(see the appendix) one month later, but it would take me a more few 
years to really n;ul down h^uxl s;miatha jhanas and the formless realms 
so tirat I could access them off retreat. 

I was ;m ;mag;uni for ;ilinost 7 ye^us, going through cycle lifter cycle 
of progressive appreciation of tire emptiness of ordinary phenomena, 
with my total count of what felt like full new paths being about 27. 1 
wrote most of this book during that time. I also earned a two-year 
Masters of Science in Public Health in Infectious Disease Epidemiology 
at UNC Chapel HiU and then went on to complete medical school 
tiiere. 

Then, on April 17''', 2003, on a 21-day retreat at the Malaysian 
Buddhist Meditation Center between medical school and my residency, 
I attained to arahatship. It happened while I was doing walking 
meditation on tiiat glorious Spring morning. I was sick of the cycles of 
insight and prof oundly inspired by the steady ;md gentle invitation of the 
teacher, Sayadaw U Pandita, Junior, to simply see tiirough the whole 
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thing as he had done. His calm smile seemed say, "You can do it. Come 
on! Any day now." Always sit with arahats if you possibly can. That's my 
advice, anyway. 

I decided diat I would allow no sensation an\Tvhere in the entire 
wide sense field to go by widiout it being clearly luiown as it was during 
even' single second of die day. It was a high standai d, but sti ;mgely 
enough can actually be very closely approximated. It was sufficient to do 
the trick after about a week of doing that some 20+ hours per day. I 
remember attaining to a Fruition, and a few seconds later I noticed 
something about the entrance to it and the re-forming of the sense of a 
perceiver on the back side of it, and dien suddenly the l<Jiot of 
perception flipped open, everydiing was die same and yet die 
perspective on it was completely different, and my vipassana problem, 
once I had stabilized in that understanding, was solved. 

I had barely taught in the previous 6 years as my own practice has 
consumed most of the scant free time I had, but a fe\v days after seeing 
it I told my teacher I \vas thinking of teaching again. He shot me an 
uncli;u acteristically sharp glance and said in a f orcef ul and commanding 
voice, "Good!" 

I have learned all sorts of useful and interesting tilings since then, 
but seeing through the center point was the essential thing. Many, many 
thanks to e\'eryone and e\'entliing that made all of this possible, from 
die people who taught the Buddha to tiiose who cany his luiowledge 
fonvaid today, from tiie people who cooked in tiie meditation centers I 
stayed in to tiie usurious credit card companies tiiat loaned me tiie 
money to keep going on retreats, and for everything else in this wide 
world that made it happen: Thank you, thank you, thank you! © 

In addition to my successes, I felt veiy comfortable \vriting about the 
many ways tiiat one can screw up on the spiritujil patii, eitiier because I 
had done so myself, because one or more of my respected dliarma 
companions had done so or, most often, for botii reasons. I can't tell 
you how many stupid things I thought, said and did along the way while 
in desperate pursuit of something that was right there aU along, and I 
continue to make coiuitiess errors when trying to spread die dli;miia 
and live my life. The only state, stage or attainment I write about from 
theory rather than experience is Buddhahood. 
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There are a few practical uses for such information. It is potentially 
useful to disclose that I have made countless errors on the spiritual path 
so that this may counter the notion that I am coming from some useless 
"holier than thoii" position and also to try to counter in otiiers the sense 
that they are the only ones who m;il<.e numerous errors on tiie spiritual 
patii. I hope it was not necess;uy. As someone wise once sjiid, "The life 
of a Zen Master is one continuous mistake," and that goes equally for 
the rest of us. 

I feel that the most important positive result that can come from 
stating, "I know that of which I write," is the chance that this might 
create the sense that extraordinary things may he understood and 
attained hy otiierwise ordin^uy people such as ;md including myselt and 
yourself. I've done tiiis stuff while holding down jobs, having 
relationships, and pursuing graduate studies. I did it on a few weeks or 
months of retreat time here and there with a lot of daily practice. My 
total retreat time from beginning to arahatship was about 8 months with 
the longest sit being 27 days. The point that I am tiying to m;ilce is tiiat 
these techniques ;md practices ;u e powerful and effective for those who 
take die time to follow tiiem. If I can convey tire sense tiiat tiiis is true by 
going on and on about what "I" have accomplished, then doing so 
serves a useful function. 

Another possible positive outcome is the sense that might be created 
in some people tiiat this is not a dead and theory-based tradition that 
simply rehashed tiie semi-mytiiic;il glory of long dead gurus ^md ancient 
writings, but a living tradition witii validity in our modern times. The last 
useful point that might come from someone who has quite obviously 
achieved nothing even close to self-perfection saying, "I have strong 
mastery of the core teachings of the Buddha," is that it might serve to 
help bring tiie whole notion of spirituality' back down to eaitii. I am 
quite willing to look ridiculous juid gr^mdiose if tiiere is some cli;mce of 
it furthering that process, tiiough I realize that it could easily backfire. 
Consider carefully the differences and similarities between confidence, 
arrogance, and empowering others to realize that they can do it also. 

The word to the wise is: don't believe me or anyone else! Take the 
time to verify tiiese tilings for yourself from your own direct experience. 
I could easily be fooling myself, you or both of us on numerous points 
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and for all sorts of reasons from innocent to evil. There certainly is a 
well-developed and ancient tradition of doing so. However, "my" 
attainments shouldn't matter so much to you, as the only person's 
understanding that will really help i ou is i our own. 

My personal experiences \vith the "psychic powers" are not yet as 
fully developed as the more fundjunental areas, hut I have enough 
experience to be able to help all but tire most advanced practitioner of 
them. As to scholarship, I feel that reading widely and really considering 
the meaning of what one reads and how it might actually be applied is a 
veiy good idea, and ha\'e myself read around 1.50 dharma books, both 
traditional and modern. While I have been authorized and encouraged 
to teach by a form;il lineage, this is a mere formality' and not a sure sign 
in anyone of real understanding or attainment, much less teaching 
ability. Luckily, realizations are not dependent on conditions such as 
formal acceptance into a lineage. I have chosen a lucrative career path 
diat has little to do widi meditation, and this eliminates my fin;mcial 
dependence on the dharma and the temptation to water diings down for 
mass consumption or popular appefil, as is so commonly done. 

I have found drat if I repeatedly ask diose who start talking widi me 
about dharma practice the questions, "What do you really want and 
why?" and, "What would you be willing to do to get that?" I usually 
come to the conclusion that they ;ue not really interested in the things I 
am interested in (i.e. the diings mentioned in this book), ;md thus I can 
turn the conversation to other topics and avoid wasting our time. Those 
few who do share some of my interests are my dear companions in what 
I call The Dharma Underground, and for them I am extremely grateful. 

But enough about me, let me tell you about my book! I think that I 
have made my influences and "humble" opinions on a \vide variety of 
otiier subjects veiy cle^u^ fliroughout fliis work. To be trufliful, 
sometimes I have picked up diis book and fliought, "Goodness 
gracious, what a harsh rant. What a heap of reductionist dogma, false 
certainty, pretentiousness and my ovm neurotic stuff. I pity the poor, 
innocent, and pathologically nice, mainstream, ritualistic, disempowered 
Buddhists unfortunate enough to have picked tiiis tiling up And simply 
been kicked in their soft and flabby posteriors by it to Httie good effect." 
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On otlier days I have picked it up and tliought, "Wow, tliis really is 
the book that I wished I had read all those years ago when I decided to 
really go for it. It would have been so extremely helpful to have had so 
many details about high-le\'el practice laid out this clearly, so m;my 
mytlis dispelled, so much honest}' about what die padi is ;md isn't. 
What a joy it is diat diere fire books diat convey such an enthusiastic 
and empowering view on these practices. Maybe diere will be a few 
people out there who just needed a litde prodding to realize their fuU 
potential as great and powerful meditators. Wouldn't it be great if I can 
find a way to get this book into dieir hands." I hope diat you had 
somediing like both reactions, as I think that both points of view have 
some validity'. 

Two interesting and practical questions for you are, "Who are you 
in direct experiential terms?" and "Who is it that knows?" Answer 
these, and you will come to know aU of this directiy for yourself. The 
first and last job of anyone who teaches meditation should be to make 
herself or himself redundant. This book is the best I have been able 
come up witii to help accomplish tiiis, as I have tried my best to pack it 
witii everytiiing useful tiiat I know. 
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36.CoNCLUsioN And Best Wishes 

I do hope that people will not settle for becoming lost in the dogma 
of this work, Buddhism, or of any mystical tradition. I hope drat drey 
ledin to actually do die practices diat lead to freedom and to die deep 
integration of drat freedom into tiieir lives. I hope drat drey have faitii 
that mastery can be attained. I hope that they will learn to ask good 
questions that will help them to accomplish this. I hope that the culture 
of Buddhism and the world in general will become less sectarian instead 
of more. I hope that students of meditation will use spiritual conceptual 
frameworks as tools and not worship diem as sacred dogma. I hope tiiat 
die huge amount of magical and fantastic diinking that accompanies 
spiritual traditions will immediately vanish from this planet forever. 

I hope that those on the path will learn to talk with each other in 
ways that are conducive to clear practice. I hope that any controversial 
points made in diis littie book will promote skillful debate And re A 
inquiry ratiier tii^m coiiti actioii into fe;ir and dogma. I hope diat people 
will work towards actual mastery of die patii so tiiat tiiey will no longer 
need writings such as this one. I hope that people will not spend their 
lives lost in content but will also delve deeply into the liberating truth of 
the Three Characteristics. I hope that the level of expectation about 
what is possible will be raised in a way diat is helpful, and diat any 
jealousy or frustration that results from this will be skillfully channeled 
into precise practice and die joy tiiat it can be done. 

May aU of this be for the benefit of all beings. Should you realize 
that you wish to awaken, know that it is within your capabilities and do 
so. 
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Appendix: The Cessation of Perception and Feeling 

(NiRODHA SaMAPATTi) 

The cessation of perception and feeling, Nirodha samapatti in Pali, 
is tiie highest of the temporary attainments. As is traditional in the 
commentaries, I have included it last. It is discussed in a number of 
places, including Sutta #44, The Shorter Series of Questions and 
Answers, The Middle Lengtir Discourses of die Buddha , in a talk given 
by a female arahat named "Dhammadinna," and Patii to Dcli\ crance by 
Nyanatiloka, which draws from that fine text. This attainment can 
neither be said to be a state or not a state, nor can it be said to be purely 
a concentration attainment or an insight attainment, as it lacks a basis for 
analysis, mejming tiiat as tiiere is no experience that can be analyzed. 
The word "Nirodha" (meaning "Cessation") is also sometimes used 
without the qualifier "samapatti" to refer to Fruition, so be careful to 
keep your terms straight when reading the old texts or speaking with 
otiiers about these things. I always mean the cessation of perception and 
feeling when I use tiie word "Nirodha," but others may not. 

It is sfiid tiiat Nirodha can only be attained by anagjmiis ;md luahats 
(those of 3"' and 4''' path) who have some mastery of tire formless 
realms. However, as Bill Hamilton once said, if you are an anagami or 
arahat, you are bound to run into Nirodha Samapatti eventually. There 
ai e some reasons to cjuestion whether or not those of the lower stages of 
awakening might be able to attiiin this, or how tire ability to attain tiiis 
relates to die number of stages of awakening. However, tiiis is not a 
subject that I am in a mood to pursue in detail, as I have learned tiie 
hard way that such questions do not help in the end. If you manage to 
attain Nirodha, I wouldn't fixate on the idea that you have attained at 
least 3"^ path. That said, witii a few montiis of careful work ^md focused 
intent, I was able to attain it after completing my third cycle of insight. 

One attJiins Nirodha by fusing insight practices ;md concentration 
practices in a fairly gentie way tiiat is much less focused and precise than 
one would do if one wanted to attain Fruition. I find it easiest to attain 
when reclining, but the first time I attained it I was sitting. There is 
nothing that can really be said about this attainment, except for 



mentioning things about tlie entrance, exit, and tlie consequences of tlie 
attainment One rises through the samatha jhanas in a very low-key 
fashion with some weak awareness of their true nature (the Three 
Characteristics) , enters the eighth jhana (neither perception nor yet non- 
perception), and then emerges from that state. Sometime shortly 
diereafter, and widiout w;uning or ven' recent premeditation, one may 
suddenly enter the cessation of perception and feeling. It must be noted 
that previous interest in attaining this during die preceding days or 
weeks tends to increase the chances of this attainment showing up. As 
one gets better at attuning this, one cim slip in die inclination 
(resolution) to attain it after emerging from the 8* jhana and then forget 
about it before dropping in. 

As my dear old meditation friend Kenneth so rightiy points out, 
between the 8* jhana and Nirodha there are a number of states very 
worth mentioning, thought the standard texts strangely don't for reasons 
I can't fathom. We have come to call them Pure Land One and Piue 
Land Two, as tiiis seemed as good a tiling to call them as an^^thing, thus 
ni;ildng a total of 10 jli;mas ;uid Nirodha. Both have as tiieir 
overwhelming quality the feeling of deep gratitude in tiie purest and 
most profound sense, with Pure Land Two being a deepening and 
strengthening of Pure Land One, though it is also a bit wider and more 
diffuse. These are remarkably healing, complete, peivasive, satisfying 
and lie;utfelt states, and the word "pure" applies quite nicely. Liuly on I 
biu ely noticed tiieni imd would jump as fast as I could from tiie 8'*' jhana 
to Nirodha. Now I know better and take tiie time to enjoy them. They 
write gratitude, beauty, clarity, and contentment onto the mind. 

There is also a state somewhere in that territory that seems basically 
like pure presence, like being a super-peivadiiig Watcher, with the 
quality of perceiving or awareness itself being the doniiii;uit cjualit}'. This 
has a veiy different quiilit^' from tiie 6''' jli^ma Boundless Consciousness, 
and in my opinion is far superior, more fundamental, and could be 
argued as the highest of the states that involve experience. However, the 
fact that states that are so clear to me continue to show up that were 
never described in tiie old texts so far as I c;m tell brings up another 
important point: the territory out there past tiie fourth jhana imd 
particularly the eighth jhana is very malleable. Kenneth and I have 
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speculated tliat tlie limits to tlie states attainable out tliere are limited by 
our imagination and concentration skill only, and I have imagined 
staging a friendly contest among high-level practitioners to dream up 
states that are even better than the ones I luiow so that we can play 
around with attiiining diem and seeing il there are any limits to die diing. 
The huge list of ;ill the exotic heaven realms found in die old texts adds 
credence to diis belief. I realize diis may seem like a contradiction to 
earlier statements I have made about being able to master concentration 
practices absolutely. It is. Back to describing Nirodha... 

The texts lightiy say that, on die enti;mce to Nirodha, \'erb;il 
formations cease first, then bodily sensations, then the whole of mental 
functioning ceases when the att;iinment is fni;illy entered. This is 
traditionally explained as correlating to die first jliana, fourdi jliana and 
then the entrance into Nirodha respectively. However, it may be noticed 
that in the three moments before cessation of perception sets in (during 
die complete power failure-like entrance) the verbal formations, bodily 
formations ^md mental formations cease in diat order also in three 
consecutive and definable moments, widi die whole tiling t;ikiiig about 
1/3 of a second. Thus, die texts may have a double meaning, or were 
misinterpreted by scholars who had not ever attained Nirodha 
Samapatti. I say this because it is still typical for many bodily and verbal 
formations to arise between the eiglitii jliana the entrance to Nirodha, 
and dius die tiadition;il interpretation does not hold up. 

The texts Jilso say that diis attainment may last seven days or even 
longer, but I don't personally know of anyone who has admitted to 
having this happen. That doesn't mean it can't happen, but would 
probably require a long and sustained retreat before hand. The duration 
of such attiiinments will be related directiy to one's concentration 
abilities, and these are very dependent upon local practice conditions 
and the amount tiiat diey have recently been exercised. 

Unlike Fruition, one exits diis attainment in die reverse of die way 
one came in, with mental formations arising first, quickly followed by 
physical and then verbal formations in the characteristic analogue way of 
the entrance and with the same timing. Alter leaving this attainment, the 
mind tends to be deeply peaceful and \'ery cle^u , and one's body tends 
to be very relaxed. The longer the attainment lasted, the stronger and 
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more durable tliis effect will be. Thus, I would not recommend attaining 
this immediately before entering into situations that require high-speed 
decisions or actions. The texts say that one inclines to solitude or quiet 
after attaining this state, ;md in gener;il I agree. 

I mention diis attainment because it is one more of those things that 
is found today but has often been relegated to die re;ilm of myth and 
legend or has been forgotten entirely. It is not drat Nirodha is necessary, 
but it definitely is a good and useful thing to be able to attain. In fact, I 
have not yet spoken with anyone who had attained it who didn't 
consider it among the absolute King Daddy of meditation attainments 
other than ;u ahatship, as the depth of its afterglow never fails to impress 
and amaze. Hopefully, mentioning it will riiise the st;mdard to which 
people feel they can reasonably aspire, which is basically tire whole goal 
of this book. 

One more Httie morsel for you brave adventurers... I have noticed 
tiiat the easiest time to attain Nirodha is usually a few weeks after 
attaining a patii, \vhen the vipass;ma jhana aspect of the progress of 
insight is becoming cle;u- and a nice degree of mastery has been attained 
in drat Review phase. However, it has tiiis nice/nasty habit of helping to 
precipitate a new progress cycle, as the level of clarity gained in its wake 
is impressive. Thus, one may go from the best highs of a Review phase 
and Xirodha's glorious Jifterglow to the 3"* nana, A&P and the Dark 
Night (juickly. In fact, tiris seems to be a \'en' natural part of many cycles 
of anag;unis who Jilso know die samatha jhanas and formless realms. 

Best of luck and practice well, 

Daniel 
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